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ABSTRACT
Bound together acro ss lines of color and class, Nantucket and New Bedford
residents pursued th e unique econom ic opportunities presented by whaling
during th e nineteenth century. Whaling w as becoming a major industrial
enterprise with few available options to fulfill the labor n e e d s required for the
whaling crews, ropewalks, blacksmith shops, and sail lofts that m ade it possible
for N antucket and New Bedford w haleships to transit the globe. Whaling thus
gen erated the jobs that m ade it possible for free black communities to thrive.
P eople of color consequently turned th e need for labor to their advantage. Drawn
by th e financial opportunities that the whaling industry offered, people of color
w ere able to do much more than break the bonds of impoverishment. S ide by
side with white activists, many people of color channeled their energy toward
advancing the c a u se of freedom and equality.
Black abolitionism included much more of the community than the few black
leaders who have long received credit a s the driving forces of abolitionism in
antebellum America. Free people of color in Nantucket and New Bedford lived
out on a daily basis the truth that freedom did not necessarily imply equality in
nineteenth-century America. Living in sep a ra te worlds carved out of shared
communities, people of color in Nantucket and New Bedford joined with white
activists during the 1800s to seek a new birth of freedom. How race relations,

class divisions, religion, and econom ic conditions unique to the maritime
econom y of Nantucket and New Bedford drove th e struggle for change lies at the
cen ter of this story.
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INTRODUCTION
WHALEOPOLIS

In the summer of 1841, a fugitive slave in his early twenties stood to deliver what
would become his first formal speech in support o f the abolition o f slavery. Frederick
Douglass was an invited speaker that day at the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society’s
convention on the island of Nantucket. About thirty miles off the coast o f Massachusetts,
and not far by boat from his newly adopted home o f New Bedford, Douglass began a
career as an activist that would continue through the American Civil War and
Reconstruction. That Douglass had found common cause with reformers and abolitionists
in Nantucket and New Bedford only a few years after escaping slavery was no surprise.
Known today primarily for their storied connections to whaling, for Douglass and
reformers like him, Nantucket and New Bedford proved to be key battlegrounds in the
fight to reform nineteenth-century America.
From a purely economic standpoint Nantucket and New Bedford dominated an
American trade in whale oil, spermaceti candles, and whalebone that spanned the globe
throughout the 1700s and 1800s.1Nantucket was the early leader in the New England
whale fishery and controlled much o f the industry before the American Revolution.
Having shipped aboard the New Bedford whaler Acushnet the same year Douglass gave
his first speech in Nantucket, Herman Melville famously remarked in Moby Dick that the

1 The rise o f the whaling industry, reliance on people o f color for the success o f whaling, and
subsequent development and formation of separate black communities in Nantucket and New Bedford
during the late 1700s and early 1800s that Frederick Douglass and many other people o f color joined will
be examined in Chapters 1 and 2.
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Nantucketers had “overrun and conquered the watery world like so many Alexanders.” 2
They could not hold on to their empire indefinitely, however. The combined effects o f the
War of 1812, a sandbar across the entrance to Nantucket’s harbor, and growing
competition took their toll on America’s first “whaleopolis.” The whaleships sailing from
New Bedford into Buzzard’s Bay and on to the Atlantic Ocean began to outnumber those
sailing from Nantucket as early as the 1820s.3 By the time a southern newspaper called
New Bedford “the great whaleopolis” in the 1850s, Nantucketers had long since ceded
claim to the title.4 Nantucket nevertheless continued to figure prominently in American
whaling along with New Bedford well into the nineteenth century. Americans living in
the early 1800s supported an “extensive and lucrative trade in spermaceti candles,” and
consumption seemed to increase “with great rapidity” in the early part o f the century.5
For residents o f both whaling communities, life was closely tied to the rhythms o f
the whale fishery. Bound together across lines o f color and class, Nantucket and New
Bedford residents pursued the unique economic opportunities presented by a dangerous
and dirty profession. Whaling merchants recognized by the late 1700s that black labor
would be required to achieve success. Whaling was becoming a major industrial
enterprise with few available options to fulfill the labor needs required for the whaling
crews, ropewalks, blacksmith shops, and sail lofts that made it possible for Nantucket and
New Bedford whaleships to transit the globe. Whaling thus generated the jobs that made
it possible for free black communities to thrive.

2 Herman Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 65.
3 Alexander Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery (Secaucus, NJ: Castle Books, 1989),
230-273.
4 “A Greasy Sheet,” Petersburg (VA) Express, quoted in the New Bedford Republican Standard,
February 16, 1854.
5 “Duty on Tallow and Candles,” Camden (SC) Southern Chronicle, November 19,1823.
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People o f color consequently turned the need for labor to their advantage.
Working their way up through the ranks, black Nantucket residents Absalom F. Boston
and Edward J. Pompey became whaling captains, using their positions o f authority and
financial success to become community leaders, abolitionists, and school integrationists.
In Nantucket, where the black community financially supported not one, but two black
churches, ministers Arthur Cooper and James Crawford, both fugitive slaves, saw to their
flocks and became important black activists. New Bedford’s larger community o f color
maintained five all-black churches during the nineteenth century and saw a similar
pattern of black business leaders and whalemen emerge. Drawn by the financial
opportunities that the whaling industry offered, people of color were able to do much
more than break the bonds of impoverishment. Side by side with white activists, many
people o f color channeled their energy toward advancing the cause o f freedom and
equality.
Contributing to this activism, free people o f color living in Massachusetts during
the 1800s continued to be touched by slavery long after the state abolished the institution
in 1783. Kathryn Grover has argued that New Bedford’s “abolitionists o f color...never
separated themselves from the enslaved millions who lived in the South” as they worked
to provide aid to fugitive slaves.6 Slave catchers relentlessly pursued the fugitive slaves
who attempted to find refuge in the communities of Nantucket and New Bedford. The
influence o f southern slavery could even be felt by those making a living from the sea.
Black mariners entering southern ports were jailed under the Negro Seamen Acts passed

6 Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford,
Massachusetts (Amherst: University o f Massachusetts Press, 2001), 287-288.
3

beginning in the 1820s.7 As long as slavery existed anywhere in the United States, free
blacks and fugitive slaves alike were forced to defend their status as free people.
Confronted with inequality, racism, and violence to be found at sea, black
residents o f Nantucket and New Bedford attempted to improve not only their own lives
but the lives o f those still held in bondage in the South.8 Whaling came to be inextricably
linked with the abolition o f slavery and other reforms as people o f color sought to counter
the forces that threatened their livelihoods, personal freedom, and claims to equality. The
surviving records that outline the day-to-day experiences o f African American mariners
and their families in the two foremost whaling ports o f the United States during the 1800s
thus yield a story that complicates our understanding o f how extensive black activism
was in nineteenth-century America.
While the involvement in the abolitionist movement o f prominent African
American figures such as Frederick Douglass, Harriet Jacobs, William Wells Brown, and
Harriet Tubman is widely recognized, the lesser-known contributions o f “ordinary” men
and women o f color that could shed light on abolitionist activities in New England have
only recently become subjects o f historical research.9 Some historians assert that support

7 Restrictions on the liberty o f free black mariners in southern ports after 1822 have been well
documented. See W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age o f Sail (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 172,199-231; Douglas R. Egerton, He Shall Go Out Free: The Lives
o f Denmark Vesey (Madison, WI: Madison House Publishers, 1999), 217-218; Philip M. Hamer, “Great
Britain, the United States, and the Negro Seamen Acts, 1822-1848,” The Journal o f Southern History, Vol.
1, No. 1 (February 1935), 3-28.
8 Chapter 2 examines the economic opportunities resulting from the whaling industry for people o f
color that translated into improved living conditions back at home, leadership opportunities, and
strengthening of the separate communities that developed in Nantucket and New Bedford. Chapter 3 offers
analysis o f the conditions, mistreatment, and racism at sea that played a role in driving black whalemen
toward activism, including abolitionism and efforts to integrate public institutions like schools, libraries and
transportation in their home ports.
9 See Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar (2001); Frances Ruley Karttunen, The Other Islanders: People
Who Pulled Nantucket’s Oars (New Bedford, MA: Spinner Publications, 2005); Nathaniel Philbrick, Away
OffShore: Nantucket Island and Its People, 1602-1890 (Nantucket, MA: Mill Hill Press, 1993); Robert
Johnson, Jr., ed., Nantucket’s People of Color: Essays on History, Politics and Community (New York:
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for abolitionism among free people o f color was limited by the difficult realities o f life in
northern communities, with only a select few participating in reform. One historian has
argued that
African American abolitionists were compelled to determine the limits o f activism
among their own race. It is hardly surprising that they discovered that most
Northern blacks were preoccupied with the day-to-day trials o f impoverishment,
wholly skeptical o f the idea of advancing the entire race against the overwhelming
forces which blighted the lives o f each o f them.10
While this may have been true o f many cities and towns in the northern United States, it
was not the case in Nantucket or New Bedford.
Black abolitionism included much more o f the community than the few black
leaders who have long received credit as the driving forces o f abolitionism in antebellum
America. Practicing grassroots activism, many people o f color joined white activists in
striving for social equality within their communities through the fight to integrate railroad
transportation, Nantucket’s public schools, and the New Bedford Lyceum. Reformers
sought better circumstances for seamen in the segregated boardinghouses where they

University Press o f America, 2006); Barbara Ann White, A Line in the Sand: The Battle to Integrate
Nantucket Public Schools, 1825-1847 (New Bedford, MA: Spinner Publications, 2009).
Nantucket and New Bedford received only brief mention for example in Leon Litwack’s important
1961 study o f free blacks in the northern United States. This omission was likely due in part to the wider
historiographical trend, lasting until the early 1990s, that overlooked the contributions o f black mariners to
black activism and the creation o f free black communities. See Leon F. Litwack, North o f Slavery: The
Negro in the Free States, 1790-1860 (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1961), 109-110,143,157,
206,209.
W. Jeffrey Bolster argued in his early work on black seamen that historians “have usually been blind to
Afro-American sailors. Maritime historians have ignored the fact that foredeck gangs were substantially
integrated, more so than most early nineteenth-century labor forces. Even more surprising, given Herbert
Aptheker’s observation almost forty years ago that ‘maritime occupations were among the most important
followed by Negroes,’ has been the neglect o f black sailors by scholars o f northern Afro-American
communities. That oversight has implicitly reinforced the conventional notion that sailors were ‘beyond the
pale,’ rather than the more accurate recognition that seafaring was inextricably entwined in the family life,
community structure, and sense o f self o f northern blacks in the early republic.” Quoted in, W. Jeffrey
Bolster, “‘To Feel Like a Man’: Black Seamen in the Northern States, 1800-1860,” The Journal o f
American History, Vol. 76, No. 4 (March 1990), 1177.
10 James Brewer Stewart, Holy Warriors: The Abolitionists and American Slavery (New York: Hill and
Wang, 1996), 138. See also Bolster, Blackjacks, 211-212.
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lived. People of color both gained and expressed awareness o f the national abolitionist
movement by reading newspapers like the Liberator and the Colored American, and by
attending antislavery lectures at the Nantucket Atheneum and New Bedford Lyceum.
And when Nantucket and New Bedford people o f color came together to celebrate the
abolition of slavery in the British West Indies, they evinced a global awareness o f the
cause to which they were committed.
Americans outside New England who read their newspapers by the light o f a
spermaceti candle or whale oil lamp in the 1800s also felt the social consequences o f
whaling. Major debates o f the day over temperance, seamen’s reform directed at the
“moral improvement” o f sailors, the fight to abolish slavery, and rebuilding efforts during
Reconstruction to promote freedpeople’s welfare, especially through education, were all
heavily influenced by Nantucket and New Bedford.11 Even so, early religious ties to the
Society o f Friends, or Quakers, and associated disapproval o f slavery did not eliminate
internal challenges to abolitionism and racial integration. The emergence o f Nantucket
and New Bedford in the 1800s as major centers o f social activism is thus best understood
through an analysis o f race and class. Although most members o f the whaling community
were able to set aside perceived differences in the name o f profit, more often than not the
white and black populations aboard ship and on shore remained worlds apart. A vibrant,
if sometimes internally contentious, abolitionist community emerged out o f this context.

11 The participation o f Nantucket residents in abolitionism and other social reforms will be examined in
chapters 4-5. In addition to New Bedford’s contributions to abolitionism discussed in chapter 6, the topic of
seamen’s reform figured prominently in the city after the founding of the New Bedford Port Society for the
Moral Improvement o f Seamen on June 2,1830 - an organization that remains active in the port to this day.
Both chapter 7 and the conclusion explore in detail the roles o f Nantucket and New Bedford in
Reconstruction during and after the Civil War.
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After years o f relying on the standard works—Alexander Starbuck’s History o f
the American Whale Fishery (1878) and Edouard Stackpole’s classic study o f American
whaling, The Sea-Hunters (1953)— new scholarship has reinvigorated discussion o f
American whaling as a whole. A resurgence o f interest has led to the publication o f
various works on tragedies aboard whaling ships and on mutinies, as well as a new
general history o f the whaling industry in Eric Jay Dolin’s 2007 book Leviathan: The
History o f Whaling in America. Significant scholarly work has been done on whaling
wives in recent years, both the relatively few women who went to sea and the many who
stayed behind.12 Although he spends only limited time discussing black involvement in
the whaling industry, W. Jeffrey Bolster in Blackjacks (1997), a groundbreaking
overview o f African American mariners, has reintroduced this important group into the
history of the maritime world. Nevertheless, while recent literature has focused on
important parts o f the story, little has been done to reconstruct how the nineteenthcentury social world o f New England’s two most important whaling ports gave rise to
abolitionist activity and involvement in other reforms.
The source base for an examination o f this type is relatively rich. The new social
history evidenced in the New England town studies o f the 1970s established the value of
using microstudies of individual communities to examine wider historical trends.13 More
recently Kathryn Grover’s work on New Bedford and Stephen Kantrowitz’s study of

12 The best example of which can be found in Lisa Norling, Captain Ahab Had a Wife: New England
Women and the Whalefishery, 1720-1870 (Chapel Hill: University o f North Carolina Press, 2000).
13 For examples o f the new social history and New England town studies, see John Demos, A Little
Commonwealth: Family Life in Plymouth Colony (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), Philip J.
Greven, Four Generations: Population, Land, and Family in Colonial Andover, Massachusetts (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 1970), Kenneth A. Lockridge, A New England Town: The First Hundred
Years - Dedham, Massachusetts, 1636-1736 (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1970), and Robert A. Gross,
The Minutemen and Their World (New York: Hill and Wang, 1976).
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black Boston have reinforced the value o f the community study as a fruitful line o f
historical inquiry, especially into the inner workings of multiracial communities that
often failed to leave behind an abundance o f historical evidence.14 Surviving ship
journals and crew lists from the vessels that sailed out o f Nantucket and New Bedford
allow for the recovery o f names otherwise lost o f those who sailed out of these two major
whaling ports. Ships’ logs offer glimpses into the world at sea and allow us to gauge the
extent to which life aboard ships provided an egalitarian escape for men who experienced
racial discrimination on land. Newspapers, diaries, letters, and other family documents
from these two seaside communities offer ways o f looking at life as lived by these
members of the maritime community when they returned home and by those who
remained on shore when a sizeable portion of the community was away. These sources
illuminate the lives o f diverse individuals brought together by whaling and allow for an
analysis o f economic and class differences that contributed to activism.
Free people of color in Nantucket and New Bedford lived out on a daily basis the
truth that freedom did not necessarily imply equality in nineteenth-century America.
When free blacks in Baltimore suggested “though we are not slaves, we are not free,”
they acknowledged the gap between freedom and equality that had defined the American
experience since the founding.15 Free blacks, whether in Baltimore or New England,
knew that as long as slavery and racism survived their “unalienable rights” could be
restricted or denied.

14 See Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar (2001); see also Stephen Kantrowitz, More Than Freedom:
Fightingfo r Black Citizenship in a White Republic, 1829-1889 (New York: Penguin Books, 2012).
15 African Repository and Colonial Journal, Vol. II (Washington: Way and Gideon, Printers, 1827),
296.
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Living in separate worlds carved out o f shared communities, people o f color in
Nantucket and New Bedford joined with white activists during the 1800s to seek a new
birth o f freedom. How race relations, class divisions, religion, and economic conditions
unique to the maritime economy o f Nantucket and New Bedford drove the struggle for
change lies at the center of this story. To understand fully how abolitionism and reform
came to be connected with Nantucket and New Bedford, one must begin with the voyage
o f exploration in the early 1600s that laid the foundations for America’s leading whaling
ports.

9

CHAPTER 1
NEW GUINEA

In early May 1602, an English expedition led by Captain Bartholomew Gosnold
arrived off the coast o f present-day New England. The waters around their ship teemed
with seemingly limitless numbers o f cod and whales. One member o f the Gosnold
expedition noted that in just “5. or 6. houres we tooke more Cod then we knew what to
doe with, which made us perswade our selves, there might be found a good fishing in
March, Aprill, and May.” 1 The abundance o f natural resources and deepwater ports
ensured that coastal New England’s economic fortunes would be tied to the sea. Seaside
communities in Massachusetts soon emerged as leaders in specific areas o f maritime
commerce. Within a few generations o f European exploration and settlement, first
Nantucket, and later New Bedford, would come to lead Americans in the hunt for whales.
Nantucket’s remote location thirty miles off the coast o f mainland Massachusetts
separated it from the developing colonial cities and ports in New England. Herman
Melville later summed up the geographical isolation o f Nantucket when he challenged his
readers to “Take out your map and look at i t . . . how it stands there away off shore . . . a
mere hillock, an elbow o f sand; all beach, without a background.”2 The decision by some
English families in Massachusetts to settle on Nantucket beginning in 1659 “to secure a

1 John Smith, The Generali Historie o f Virginia, New England & the Summer Isles (Glasgow; James
MacLehose and Sons, 1907), 33-34. For more on the early exploration and settlement of coastal New
England by Europeans, see Paul Schneider, The Enduring Shore: A History o f Cape C od Martha's
Vineyard and Nantucket (New York: Henry Holt, 2000), 147-148; Eric Jay Dolin, Leviathan: The History
o f Whaling in America (New York: W. W. Norton, 2007), 17-40,63-66.
2 Herman Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 64.
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free exercise o f religious faith and worship” seemingly came at great personal cost.3 A
century after Nantucket’s founding by English settlers, one writer had difficulty
imagining “that any people should have abandoned a fruitful and extensive continent
filled with the riches which the most ample vegetation affords” for the isolated and sandy
island.4
Indeed, the men and women who chose Nantucket as their new home left behind
land with comparatively “good soil, enamelled meadows, rich pastures, every kind of
timber, and . . . all other materials necessary to render life happy and comfortable.”
Instead, the settlers had decided “to come and inhabit a little sand-bank to which nature
had refused those advantages, to dwell on a spot where there scarcely grew a shrub.” 5 An
early history o f the island would suggest that a combination o f deforestation and
“frequent ploughing o f the land” at the hands o f English settlers exposed the top soil “to
the action o f bleak winds, to which the island is very subject, and by which it is blown
into the sea.” Some farmers were able to keep “many hundreds o f acres under good

3 Obed Macy, The History o f Nantucket (Boston: Hilliard, Gray, and Co., 1835), 39. For additional
discussion o f Nantucket’s settlement by the first English families between 1659 and 1660, joining the
“about fifteen hundred Indians, who depended for subsistence on fishing, fowling, and hunting” already
inhabiting the island, see Macy, The History o f Nantucket, 13-19.
For more on the origins o f Nantucket as a white settlement intended in part to provide a refuge for
religious dissenters at odds with the rest o f seventeenth-century Puritan Massachusetts, see Robert J. Leach
and Peter Gow, Quaker Nantucket: The Religious Community Behind the Whaling Empire (Nantucket: Mill
Hill Press, 1997), 5-12.
While not all o f Nantucket’s early white residents might have been seeking religious freedom, a clear
common thread appears to have been interference by Puritan authorities in the lives o f the first families, a
theory examined by historian Nathaniel Philbrick in Away Off Shore: Nantucket Island and Its People,
1602-1890 (Nantucket: Mill Hill Press, 1993), 21-37.
4 J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer (New York: Fox, Duffield,
1904), 124.
5 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 124. Of the soil conditions and prospects for
pursuing agriculture on the island of Nantucket, island historian Obed Macy wrote in 1835 that “The Island
o f Nantucket is generally o f a sandy soil, and would not rate above a middling quality, compared with the
adjacent continent, although, when first settled by the English, the soil was good and produced equal to any
part o f the country.” Macy, The History o f Nantucket, 9.
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improvement,” but within a generation o f English settlement the loss o f “the natural
fertility o f the soil” had led to an overall decline in agricultural production.6 If the English
settlers were to prosper, they would have to make do on land devoid o f any sustainable
natural resources. One islander looking back on the earliest years o f English settlement of
Nantucket observed in the 1790s that “one reason perhaps o f the Nantucket men’s being
so dexterous in killing the whale is, that they have but little opportunity o f going in any
other service.”7
The origins o f the island’s whale fishery had established a mythic quality even in
Nantucket’s earliest histories. Obed Macy’s 1835 history o f Nantucket described a scene
in which several Englishmen gathered on a windswept hill in 1690 overlooking the ocean
and saw a number o f whales “spouting and sporting with each other.” After watching the
whales for some time, one o f the men “observed ‘there,’ pointing to the sea, ‘is a green
pasture where our children's grandchildren will go fo r bread.’”8 Whether or not a hilltop
prophecy foreshadowed the rise o f New England’s whaling empire, European explorers
and settlers eventually grasped what the region’s native inhabitants had long known:
resources available from the sea far surpassed what could be gleaned from New
England’s rocky soil.
The English settlers joined the approximately 3,000 Wampanoag people who
were already living on the island in the seventeenth century. To this day, linguistic
reminders o f Nantucket’s earliest inhabitants remain in the form o f place names. While

6 Macy, The History o f Nantucket, 10-11.
7 Walter Folger, Jr., “A Topographical Description o f Nantucket,” May 21, 1791, in Collections o f the
Massachusetts Historical Society, For the Year 1794, Vol. ///(Boston: Apollo Press, 1794), 154.
8 Macy, The History o f Nantucket, 33.
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the first English settlers on the island struggled with farming and raising herds o f sheep,
Nantucket’s native community pursued drift whaling on Nantucket’s southeastern shore.9
When a whale drifted to shore, Nantucket’s Wampanoag people harvested baleen from
the mouth o f the whale and boiled its blubber or fat down to oil on the beach.10 After
observing their Wampanoag counterparts for some thirty years, white settlers also began
to pursue drift whaling before moving on to a new form of whaling focused on the whales
swimming offshore.
The emerging shore whaling industry was enthusiastically embraced by
Nantucketers and enjoyed a level o f immunity from local laws. Because shore whalers
favored sturdy, lightweight open boats made o f cedar, town leaders exempted this key
source o f boatbuilding material from Nantucket’s otherwise stringent protection o f its
limited natural resources. Nantucket’s conservation laws in the 1690s included special
provisions that allowed islanders to cut down cedar trees and other trees for the express

9 Today beautiful rose-covered cottages dot the southeastern aid o f Nantucket Island commonly called
‘Sconset. Few tourists realize that this idyllic place was once the ancient Wampanoag village site of
Siasconset. The village’s name is an Algonquian word roughly translated to mean “near the great bone” or
“the place o f great bones.” Littering the shoreline were the sun-bleached bones o f whales that ventured too
close to the shoals or died during the annual migration and washed ashore. Even before this end o f the
island and the south shore became the English whaling outposts o f the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries, the native inhabitants o f the island recognized the usefulness o f these wayward animals and
pursued drift whaling as a way to turn the whales into useable products. See Henry Barnard Worth,
Nantucket Lands and Land Owners (Nantucket: Nantucket Historical Association, 1901), 295-296, and
Nathaniel Philbrick, Abram's Eyes: The Native American Legacy o f Nantucket Island (Nantucket: Mill Hill
Press, 1998), 62-64. For a discussion o f the prevalence o f Algonquian place names on Nantucket, see
Frances Ruley Karttunen, The Other Islanders: People Who Pulled Nantucket’s Oars (New Bedford:
Spinner Publications, 2005), 17.
10 Philbrick, Abram's Eyes, 62-64. Baleen, or whalebone as it was referred to during the age of
whaling, is a pliable structure o f keratin plates that hang from the upper jaw o f many whales. Used by the
whale to strain its food from the water, baleen was used in early America to make anything from combs to
corset stays. For a brief description of baleen and its uses, see Nathaniel Philbrick, In the Heart of the Sea:
The Tragedy o f the Whaleship Essex (New York: Viking Penguin, 2000), 5; Dolin, Leviathan, 12, 23.
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purpose o f building “whale bots [s/c] or the like.” 11 The shore whaling industry even
shaped the settlement patterns o f the island itself. White settlers who purchased property
along Nantucket’s southern and eastern shores from the Wampanoag people in the early
1690s did so for the express purpose o f sighting and hunting whales.12
Over the twenty years from 1690 to 1710 shore whaling “increased from year to
year, till it became the principal branch o f business with the islanders.” 13 Each crew o f
six established a base camp on shore and a lookout mast, with each man taking his turn as
he “carefully looked toward the sea, in order to observe the spouting o f the whales.” 14
Nantucket’s native population “readily joined with the whites in this new pursuit” from
the beginning, thus ensuring that shore whaling would never be a purely English or white
phenomenon and would depend heavily on Nantucket’s non-white residents for success.15
Together, these unequal partners perfected the art of shore whaling.16
Working alongside each other on this “elbow o f sand,” Nantucket’s Wampanoag
and English residents transformed the island over the course o f a century from an isolated
farming community into one o f the largest ports in New England and the foremost
whaling port in the world. By the middle o f the eighteenth century, Nantucket’s
population consisted o f “5,000 hardy people who boldly derive their riches from the
element that surrounds them and have been compelled by the sterility o f the soil to seek

11 See Edouard A. Stackpole, The Sea-Hunters: The New England Whalemen During Two Centuries,
1635-1835 (New York: J.B. Lippincott, 1953), 21; Philbrick, Away OffShore, 69; Schneider, The Enduring
Shore, 153; Dolin, Leviathan, 69,398.
12 Philbrick, Abram’s Eyes, 62-64,144, 149.
13 Macy, The History o f Nantucket, 30.
14 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 160.
15 Macy, The History o f Nantucket, 30.
16 Philbrick, Away OffShore, 70-75.
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abroad for the means o f subsistence.” 17 While Nantucket’s white population never fully
turned its collective back on fanning or sheep herding - both activities continued to play
a role in the shore-based infrastructure that supported whaling - the economic future of
the island clearly lay at sea.
Native Americans were undeniably central to the success o f the early Nantucket
whale fishery, enabling white Nantucketers “to fit out and man a far greater number o f
boats than they could have done o f themselves.” fn the early 1700s it would have been
normal to look out on the boats plying the waters just ofFNantucket in search o f whales
and see that “nearly every boat was manned in part, many almost entirely, by natives,”
with some working as “steersmen” or “allowed even to head the boats.”18 The question of
who served initially “in boats from the shore,” and later on board the larger whaleships
sailing from Nantucket and New Bedford, figures prominently in both the social history
and reform efforts of America’s two greatest whaling centers.
Nantucket’s Native Americans experienced a steep population decline after 1659
with their numbers falling into the low hundreds by the middle o f the eighteenth century.
Extended encounters with disease, liquor, and a system o f debt servitude employed by the
English all combined to wear down the native community.19 Only 136 Wampanoag were
left on Nantucket after a mysterious epidemic that began in 1763 claimed 222 lives.20
Although Wampanoag culture would continue to influence Nantucket’s white community
as well as the terminology and tactics o f the whale hunt long after the epidemic o f 1763-

17 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 125.
18 Macy, The History o f Nantucket, 30.
19 Philbrick, Away OffShore, 47-48, 103-104.
20 Philbrick, Abram's Eyes, 196-206; see also Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 52-54. For more on the
history o f Nantucket’s native inhabitants, see Philbrick, Away OffShore, 13-19, 31, 39-50; Karttunen, The
Other Islanders, 16-57.
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1764, replacements had to be found to man the whaleboats and sloops that were
increasingly headed farther out to sea with larger crews.21
At about the same time that Nantucket’s Wampanoag population went into its
final decline, events conspired on the mainland o f New England to further challenge
Nantucket’s nearly exclusive hold on whaling. Founded in 1787, New Bedford had its
beginnings in the seventeenth-century settlement of Dartmouth, Massachusetts. Centered
on the Acushnet River, the growing community began to send out whaling sloops
possibly as early as 1755.22 By 1765, these vessels were sailing regularly from the area of
the Acushnet. Four sloops sailed in that year alone for the waters off Virginia on voyages
o f “a few weeks” each. Upon their return, the vessels offloaded their cargo, “and the butts
containing the pieces o f the whale called blubber were drawn to the try-house near the
shore by ox teams,” where the blubber was then rendered into oil.23 The oil, candles, and
corset stays created for the market as byproducts of the whale were so much in demand
they helped to drive America’s colonial economy.24 Ten years later the outbreak o f the
American Revolution brought about a brief halt to all whaling activity in New England.
When whaling resumed again in earnest after peace was established with Great Britain in

21 Nantucket resident Walter Folger, Jr. described in May 1791 how “the boys, as soon as they can talk,
will make use o f the common phrases, as townor, which is an Indian word, and signifies that they have seen
the whale twice.” Folger, Jr., “A Topographical Description o f Nantucket,” 154. See also Philbrick, Away
OffShore, 74; Philbrick, Abram's Eyes, 161.
22 Joseph Russell has long been recognized as “the pioneer o f the whale-fishery o f New Bedford,”
having laid the groundwork in the area for a major whaling port in the mid-1700s. See Daniel Ricketson,
The History o f New Bedford (New Bedford: published by the author, 1858), 58.
23 Ricketson, The History o f New Bedford, 58-59. See also Dolin, Leviathan, 116-117.
24 For discussion of the products generated by the American whaling industry, see Dolin, Leviathan,
12,108-118.
For another excellent overview o f the commercial products derived from whales during the age of sail,
“ambergris [used as a fixative in perfume], spermaceti, and sperm oil from sperm whales, whale oil and
whalebone from baleens,” see Lance E. Davis, et al., In Pursuit o f Leviathan: Technology, Institutions,
Productivity, and Profits in American Whaling, 1816-1906 (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1997),
16-17,28-30.

16

1783, all o f New England’s whaling fleet, led by Nantucket and New Bedford, began
heading in new directions.
Offshore from New Bedford, other factors came together to change the New
England whale fishery fundamentally. Declining numbers o f whales swimming close to
Nantucket, the invention o f shipboard tryworks used to render whale blubber into oil at
sea, and the profits to be obtained from hunting the valuable sperm whale that swam in
deeper waters drove Nantucketers to sail further out to sea. Spermaceti wax enabled
chandlers to make a better if more expensive candle that cast a stronger light in the room
without the smoke o f the traditional tallow candle. The superior qualities o f the
spermaceti candle created a huge demand in genteel households in America and
Europe.25
Nantucket whalers soon sailed beyond the limits o f the Gulf Stream to meet this
demand. When J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur visited the island in the 1770s, he could
not believe that “they have already gone to the Falkland Islands, and that I have heard
several o f them talk o f going to the South [Pacific] Sea!” He claimed that the confidence
o f Nantucket whalemen “is so great, and their knowledge o f this branch o f business so
superior to that of any other people, that they have acquired a monopoly o f this
commodity.”26 Demand for sperm whales was such that even the Brazil Grounds—the
fertile Atlantic waters off the South American coast— were quickly over-hunted after
their 1774 discovery, pushing Nantucket whalers even farther beyond their familiar
shores. New Bedford whalemen followed a similar trajectory. The small fleet that sailed

25 Richard Bushman, The Refinement o f America (New York: Vintage Books, 1992), 124.
26 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 161.
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from the Acushnet River generally stayed close to the Virginia Capes in the 1760s, but
around the time o f the American Revolution New Bedford vessels too were sailing “to
the West Indies, the Bay of Mexico, Western Islands, and even to the coasts o f Brazil and
Guinea.”27 Both communities were now sending their ships to distant shores and deeper
waters in the hunt for whales and the quest for profit.
The whaling industry deeply shaped the development o f Nantucket and New
Bedford’s on-shore community. At its peak between 1770 and 1775, Nantucket’s fleet
consisted of approximately 150 vessels, employed 2,025 men as crew, and harvested
26,000 barrels of sperm whale oil and 4,000 barrels o f right whale oil annually.28
Nantucket town provided the infrastructure to support the large number o f ships sailing in
and out of port, process the raw oil into finished products, and outfit the whaleships.
Consequently the island hosted a support system of wharves and numerous chandleries,
sail lofts, cooperages, blacksmith shops, boardinghouses, and grog shops.
Judging by certain reminiscences, Nantucket made a lasting impression, for better
and for worse. Crevecoeur lamented “the disagreeable smell which struck me in many
parts o f the town; it is caused by the whale oil and is unavoidable.”29 Crevecoeur also
paid special attention to the “many storehouses, where their staple commodity is
deposited, as well as the innumerable materials which are always wanted to repair and fit
out so many whalemen”; he noted the three wharves that stretched about three hundred

27 Ricketson, The History o f New Bedford, 58-59.
28 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 175. The number o f whalemen cited in the report
found in Alexander Starbuck’s account o f the colonial whale fishery does not factor in people who worked
in whaling-centered support industries on shore. The overall figure would be considerably higher if the
number of people working as blacksmiths, coopers, stevedores, sail makers, chandlers, and in a host of
other trades were included alongside the number o f men serving in the whaling fleet.
29 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 128.
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feet into the harbor servicing ships and sailors alike.30 Crevecoeur estimated that
“between these docks and the town there is room sufficient for the landing o f goods” and
more important, enough “room around these three docks for 300 sail o f vessels.”31 The
wharves were the point of departure and arrival for the largest and most successful
American whaling fleet o f the eighteenth century. They gave the visitor “at his first
landing, an [sic] high idea o f the prosperity o f these people” with enough “bustle and
hurry of business” on the docks to suggest “that Sherbom [Nantucket town] is the capital
of a very opulent and large province.”32
Similarly, New Bedford expanded as its connections to maritime trade grew.
Early histories o f the community indicate that shipbuilding, the manufacture o f rope, and
production o f spermaceti candles were all actively pursued in the late eighteenth century.
One map from the 1770s made particular note o f “Some very large Rope Walks,” long
buildings used to manufacture the heavy rope lines used in the wooden sailing ships of
the day.33 Such details point to the early emergence o f the support industries necessary to
whaling and maritime trade. By the early 1800s, New Bedford had seven wharves in
operation, three ropewalks, and “a little short o f three hundred dwelling-houses.”34 A
visitor to the town in the 1850s remarked that “all is life, and wherever the eye rests the
scene is one o f ceaseless activity.”35

30 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 128-129.
31 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 129.
32 Crevecoeur, Letters From an American Farmer, 129.
33 Bedford harbor, topographical map with handwritten notes by Major John Andre, 177-. Map
Manuscript, Small Clinton Maps 57, William L. Clements Library, University o f Michigan.
34 Ricketson, The History o f New Bedford, 71-72.
35 Charles Nordhoff, Whaling and Fishing (Cincinnati: Moore, Wilstach, Keys & Co., 1856), 24. For
further description o f the New Bedford waterfront at the height of the American whaling industry, see
Nordhoff, Whaling and Fishing, 22-28.
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Walking the streets o f New Bedford or Nantucket in the early years o f the
republic, one passed by men beating out rope on the ropewalks, saw dockworkers
unloading cargos o f whale oil, and heard the hammering and shaping o f harpoons in the
blacksmith shops. As in Nantucket, the nature o f New Bedford as a whaling port evoked
strong reactions from visitors. One whaleman who had just put to sea remarked, “Hauled
off from the most detestable o f places N. Bedford and here we are anchored about two
miles down the stream - Glad to get away from New Bedford, never spent two such
wretched weeks in all my life.” He did admit to his journal that he “had a pleasant place
to board at Mrs. Doan’s” ; but having “read every book and every piece o f book that I
could find” during his two weeks in port and finding no enjoyment in the available
leisure activities such as smoking pipe tobacco, he concluded, “I could never feel settled
no matter how long I might stay there.”36 The same taverns peddling liquor and other
even less reputable establishments that repulsed reformers must have been seen in a
different light by other men who passed through the town. The promise o f money
attracted many to whaling, but the energy o f the waterfront and the camaraderie to be
found among fellow whalemen could have factored just as much in enticing young men
to sign their names to a whaling agent’s crew list.
Dramatic success in the Nantucket and New Bedford whaling economies brought
about unintended social consequences for both ports. The whaling fleet was in many
ways overextended. Countless itinerant whalemen passed in and out of port, filling the
many boardinghouses that dotted the two whaling communities. Whaling agents were

36 Clara Bell (Mattapoisett, Massachusetts), August 18, 1855, Log 164, G.W. Blunt White Research
Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
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nevertheless unable to fill crews with enough white men to sail into the Pacific Ocean in
search o f the sperm whale. In the case o f Nantucket, whaleship owners and whaling
merchants had to recruit from another segment o f the island community: African
Americans and other men of color. As they replaced the declining Wampanoag crews on
whaleboats and ships, black Nantucketers quickly became important players in the
whaling economy.
Slavery had existed on Nantucket since the early years o f white settlement. “If the
story o f Nantucket’s ancient proprietors, the Wampanoags, is one o f dispossession,”
historian Frances Karttunen writes, “the story o f the African Nantucketers is one of
acquisition.” Slaves appear intermittently in Nantucket’s early historical records, though
as Kartunnen notes they were listed more often as “servants” than “slaves.”37 Despite
Nantucket’s longstanding ties to slavery, island slaveholders experienced early challenges
to their continued acquisition o f human property.
For Nantucket, the first significant challenges to the institution o f slavery came
from members o f the Religious Society o f Friends, or Quakers, in the early 1700s.
Nantucket’s Monthly Meeting had decided in 1716 “that it was not agreeable to Truth for
Friends to purchase slaves, and keep them term of life.”38 Having weathered this initial
wave o f abolitionist sentiment, Nantucket’s slaveholders faced a new threat in the form of
Elihu Coleman’s 1733 antislavery pamphlet A Testimony Against that Anti-Christian
Practice o f Making Slaves o f Men. Bom on the island in 1699, Coleman was a Quaker
minister who came to believe that slavery was inconsistent with his beliefs as a Christian.

37 Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 58-60.
38 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting o f the Religious Society o f Friends, Slavery and the Domestic Slave
Trade, in the United States (Philadelphia: Printed by Merrihew and Thompson, 1841), 43.
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In his pamphlet Coleman related some o f Quaker founder George Fox’s critique
o f slavery on the West Indian island of Barbados before turning to his own examination
o f “the Holy Scriptures, that so they that are in this practice may be condemned by
both.”39 “Having shown by Scripture the unlawfulness o f this practice, as it is now in
use,” Coleman argued that it was the responsibility o f his readers to “turn their minds
inward” in self-examination.40 Coleman’s early attempt at moral suasion relied heavily on
the Quaker conviction that every man and woman was endowed with an “Inner Light.”
As with many abolitionists who followed, his argument would not have the immediate
effect that he hoped to achieve.41
The 1754 Massachusetts slave census offers a compelling, if frustratingly
incomplete, portrait of the continued existence o f slavery in the Massachusetts Bay
Colony. In response an order of the Massachusetts General Court dated November 19,
1754, “the several towns and districts within this Province” were to “forthwith send into
the Secretary’s office the exact number o f the negro slaves, both males and females,
sixteen years old and upward, that are within their respective towns and districts.” In the
area o f what would become New Bedford, assessors recorded 34 slaves ages sixteen or
older in 1755 in the town o f Dartmouth.42 With a total o f 133 slaves listed for all o f
Bristol County, Dartmouth’s slaves made up roughly one quarter o f the overall

39 Elihu Coleman, A Testimony Against that Anti-Christian Practice o f Making Slaves o f
Men (New Bedford: Reprinted for Abraham Shearman, Jun., 1825. First published 1733), 11-13. George
Fox (1624-1691) was a founder and leader o f the Religious Society o f Friends, also known as Friends or
Quakers, For more on Fox and the influence o f early Quakerism in America, see Leach and Gow, Quaker
Nantucket, 6-7, 17, 20, 147-149. See also Patricia U. Bonomi, Under the Cope o f Heaven: Religion,
Society, and Politics in Colonial America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 26-29,122.
40 Coleman, A Testimony Against that Anti-Christian Practice o f Making Slaves o f
Men, 24.
41 For more about Elihu Coleman and the Nantucket Monthly Meeting’s position on slavery, see Leach
and Gow, Quaker Nantucket, 39-40,117, 139.
42 Massachusetts Slave Census, 1754, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
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documented population in the area. Nantucket, still known as Sherburne at the time o f the
census, counted three men and four women as slaves.43
Nantucket’s white community engaged in significant legal fights over slavery
long before Massachusetts abolished the institution in 1783. In 1760 the “Negro Slaves
Boston & Maria his Wife” were “Manumitted Quitted & Set free,” with provision made
for the gradual emancipation of the children by the heirs o f William Swain to be
completed over the next two decades 44 Prince Boston, one o f seven enslaved children
forced to wait for their freedom, hastened his own emancipation from slavery by turning
to the whale fishery.
In 1769 and or 1770, Captain Elisha Folger, a member o f the Society o f Friends
who was “confident that no law o f the colony justified slavery,” hired as a whaler “a
young man by the name of [Prince] ‘Boston,’ held as a slave by the heirs o f Wm Swain.”
This hiring occurred almost ten years after Prince Boston’s father and mother had been
set free. Prince Boston, all records indicate, had fled his master John Swain well before
he was to receive his freedom under the terms o f his parents’ manumission, and the
young man had sought refuge aboard Folger’s whaleship. Upon his return to Nantucket,
Prince received his “proportion of the proceeds,” money which by law should have gone
to his master.45

43 Collections o f the American Statistical Association, Vol. I (Boston: Printed for the Association, by
T.R. Marvin, 1847), 210.
44 “Instrument o f Manumission,” July 31, 1760, photocopy in the Blue Files, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. See Nantucket Probate Records for original
document.
Frances Ruley Karttunen offers an excellent overview o f the Boston case and Nantucket slavery in her
chapter on “African Nantucketers.” See Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 63,67.
45 Nantucket Inquirer, February 14, 1822. Coverage of the earlier Prince Boston case appeared in the
newspaper during a debate before the General Court (the state legislature of Massachusetts) surrounding
the admission of “Free Negroes and mulattoes into the state.”
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At this point, John Swain sued the Friendship’s captain for the return o f his
human property, and apparently also for the wages Prince had earned from the whaling
voyage. A Nantucket jury found for Prince Boston, and Swain filed an appeal with the
State Supreme Court—which he soon discontinued as one local whaling merchant,
William Rotch, advised that John Adams be retained to defend the young black man’s
interests.46 The decision by the Court o f Common Pleas o f Nantucket affirming Prince
Boston’s freedom stood 47
Later remembrances o f the case focused on Boston’s reputation as a “respectable
and industrious man” who “conducted himself with . . . prudence and economy.” The
Nantucket Inquirer found his and Rotch’s story to be “honourable to the inhabitants of
our Island at that period; and demonstrating principles from which we hope their sons
may never deviate in any shape whatever.”48 This and other early nineteenth-century
accounts o f the case thus framed the narrative as prefiguring current antislavery attitudes
on the island. For Nantucketers, the Prince Boston case not only helped set the tone for
discussions about slavery and manumission at the time it was litigated, but also came to
shape collective consciousness on the island concerning slavery.
Despite the Prince Boston case, slavery persisted on the island and in the rest o f
Massachusetts until 1783. Still, religious arguments against slavery also continued
unabated. In December 1775, Benjamin Coffin o f Nantucket recorded having “in my
possession a Negro woman named Rose, who according to custom o f said Province is

A notation about the Prince Boston case also appears in George Henry Moore, Notes on the History o f
Slavery in Massachusetts, Vol. 3 (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1866), 117.
46 Nantucket Inquirer, February 14, 1822.
47 Moore, Notes on the History o f Slavery in Massachusetts, 117.
48 Nantucket Inquirer, February 14, 1822.
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deemed a slave and as my property.” Coffin went on to state his case for the freedom of
Rose and her children, “believing it to be contrary to true Christianity and divine
injunction o f the Author thereof to hold a person as my property or continue her in a state
whereby she may be subjected to slavery after my decease.” Thereby freeing his slaves,
Coffin declared Rose and her two sons Bristol and Benjamin to be “fully free as if they
had been bom of free parents.”49 Coffin’s explanation for manumitting his slaves was
reminiscent o f the religious argument Coleman had proffered back in the 1730s.
Several months after the first shots of the American Revolution were fired at
Lexington and Concord on the mainland, Rose and her children started their lives as free
people amid great uncertainty. Where religion defined this and earlier attacks on slavery,
it would take the political ideology o f the American Revolution centered in ideas about
natural rights and a series of court cases between 1781 and 1783 to finally end the
practice o f slavery in Massachusetts.
The breakthrough for redefining freedom in the state came after ratification o f the
Massachusetts Constitution in 1780. In 1781, a slave named Quock Walker had run away
from his master Nathaniel Jennison. It would take three court cases, but the
Massachusetts judicial system ultimately sided with Walker in setting him free and
awarding damages.50 In the definitive 1783 trial o f Commonwealth v. Jennison, William

49 Copy o f manumission record releasing Rose, a slave o f Benjamin Coffin. December 15, 1775,
Collection 335, Folder 51, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
50 There were three cases involving the question of Quock Walker’s freedom and his mistreatment at
the hands of Nathaniel Jennison after Walker’s flight In the first, Quock Walker v. Jennison (1781), the
jury determined that Walker was a free man, and not Jennison’s “proper Negro slave.” Walker also
received damages as part of the jury verdict. Reversed on appeal in the case Jennison v. Caldwell (1781),
the final case heard before the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts in 1783, Commonwealth v.
Jennison, the jury found in favor of Quock Walker and decided that Jennison had in fact assaulted a free
man. For more on the Quock Walker case and its role in the abolition o f Massachusetts slavery, see A.
Leon Higginbotham, Jr., In the Matter of Color: Race and the American Legal Process: The Colonial
Period (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 91-98.
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Cushing, Chief Justice o f the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts, wrote in his
instructions to the jury that “the idea o f slavery is inconsistent with our own conduct and
Constitution.” Short o f “criminal conduct” or forfeiting freedom by “personal consent or
contract,” Cushing saw no justification under the new state constitution for slavery,
adding “there can be no such thing as perpetual servitude o f a rational creature.”51
Cushing’s instructions moved the jury to decide against Jennison’s claim to Walker, and
made it clear that a sea change in attitudes toward slavery had taken place. The final 1783
Quock Walker trial thus marked the end o f the institution in Massachusetts.52 The
expansion o f freedom in the state nevertheless came with its own challenges for free
people o f color. Full equality, both social and economic, remained elusive.
The free black populations in Nantucket and New Bedford used their involvement
in the whaling economy to build flourishing but separate communities in the early years
o f the new republic. Because the economic prosperity o f white New Englanders invested
in the hunt for whale oil rested upon the labor o f people o f color, the position o f black
whalers was relatively secure. Even so, people of color were relegated to the margins of
society, and it was in large part due to the inequality o f this economic relationship that

For more recent discussion o f the Quock Walker trials, 1781-1783, including Cushing’s role in legally
abolishing slavery in Massachusetts, see Emily Blanck, Tyrannicide: Forging an American Law o f Slavery
in Revolutionary South Carolina and Massachusetts (Athens: University o f Georgia Press, 2014), 115-127.
Arguing for the significance of the Quock Walker trials, Blanck writes that “Slavery was ending,
collapsing in on itself, and because o f Cushing’s decision, enslaved people no longer had to use the court to
attain freedom.” Blanck, Tyrannicide, 127.
51 William Cushing, “Legal Notes About the Quock Walker Case,” [1783], from the William Cushing
Judicial Notebook, pgs. 97-98, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
52 Cushing himself would later write in his notes o f the 1783 trial, “The preceding Case was the One in
which, by the foregoing Charge, Slavery in Massachusetts was forever abolished.” Cushing, “Legal Notes
About the Quock Walker Case,” [1783], from the William Cushing Judicial Notebook, pg.99,
Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
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demands for equal rights and greater social equality arose in the early years o f the new
republic.
A number of individuals made note o f Nantucket’s segregated community o f
color during the nineteenth century and later. Writing her memoir in San Francisco, far
from the Nantucket Island home where she grew up, Deborah Coffin Hussey Adams
remembered “a Negro colony called Guinea which we passed on our way to ‘Sconset,” a
location frequented by islanders during the summer.53 Joseph E. C. Famham similarly
recalled the “residents o f Guinea in my early life” when he wrote his memoirs in 1915:
In the lower section o f Nantucket, east from Orange Street and south from Silver
Street, fifty years and more ago, there was a localized community o f colored
Residents . . . I say ‘localized,’ because there at that time practically all o f that
class o f people lived. For the most part they were quiet, peaceable citizens. West
from Orange Street, south from Silver Street, and east o f Pleasant Street, the
section was then called “Guinea,” while to the northwest from the westerly end o f
York Street and west from Pleasant Street, on the little hill there, it was called
‘New Guinea.’54
Contemporary evidence supports the details recalled in these early twentieth-century
memoirs pointing to a separate community o f color on the island. A map drawn up by
Daniel Allen and Daniel P. Macy in 1821 offers the first physical evidence o f this black
community. In proximity to the four windmills marked on the map, Allen and Macy
designated a building as “Negro Hall.” While the purpose o f “Negro Hall” remains

53 Deborah Coffin Hussey Adams, “Memories Written in San Francisco in 1917,” Collection 138Hussey Family Papers 1703-1907, Folder 5.50, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
Bom December 28, 1848, Adams would have been 68 or 69 when she finished writing her memoirs.
Though written much later in life, her account o f the location o f New Guinea coincides with the path many
white islanders would have taken to visit the far end o f the island during the warmer months of the year.
Adams like many islanders was likely personally familiar with the location of Nantucket’s separate
community o f color.
54 Joseph E. C. Famham, Brief Historical Data and Memories o f my Boyhood Days in Nantucket
(Providence: Snow & Famham, 1915), 138.
Bom in 1849, at 66 years old Joseph Famham was slightly younger than Deborah Coffin Hussey
Adams when he sat down to write about his early life on Nantucket.
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obscure, its location near the four mills, a “burying ground” and “New Town Gate” on
the outskirts o f town all point to this as the site in the Famham and Adams accounts—the
historical location o f New Town, also known as New Guinea.55
Surveyed by William Coffin, Jr. and published by Henry Clapp, an 1834 “Map of
the Town o f Nantucket” indicates that the term “New Guinea” was in common usage on
Nantucket by that time.56 References to “New Guinea” or simply “Guinea” to designate a
separate community o f people o f color on Nantucket echoed widespread usage in areas o f
British settlement.57 When one Nantucket resident took steps to sell several pieces o f
property in the late 1830s and early 1840s, among the advertised parcels were “two
pieces o f house-lot land at the South part o f the town, near the centre o f the neighborhood
called New Guinea.”58 An earlier notice for the public auction o f “a valuable Mowing
Pasture, situated at the westward o f New Guinea” similarly demonstrates islanders’
familiarity with the term no later than the 1830s.59
Social and religious life flourished in Nantucket’s New Guinea community as
early as the 1820s. The Nantucket Inquirer reported the formation o f a new black

55 Daniel Allen and Daniel P. Macy, Town AD 1821, Collection 1000 Map Collection 1626 - Present,
Drawer 3, Folder 2, No. 13, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library.
56 William Coffin Jr. and Henry Clapp, Map o f the Town o f Nantucket, 1834, Collection 1000 Map
Collection 1626 - Present, Drawer 3, Folder 4, No. 9, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
57 The use o f the term Guinea referred directly to Guinea in West Africa, regardless o f where in Africa
the people o f color living in communities called “New Guinea” might have originated.
James Deetz notes the use o f “New Guinea” for the contemporaneous settlement at Parting Ways near
Plymouth, Massachusetts in James Deetz, In Small Things Forgotten: An Archaeology o f Early American
Life, rev. ed. (New York: Anchor Books, 1996), 188, 191-192; as Frances Karttunen also argues, the
presence o f terms like “New Guinea” and “Angola Street” on early Nantucket maps serves to highlight “the
West African origin o f the village’s residents,” in Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 65; see also Leon F.
Litwack, North o f Slavery: The Negro in the Free States (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1961),
168; see also Ira Berlin, The Making o f African America: The Four Great Migrations (New York: Viking,
2010), 68-69, 181-183.
58 “Real Estate,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 10,1838 and December 30,1840.
59 “Mowing Lot at Auction,” Nantucket Inquirer, April 26,1837.
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religious group on the island in August 1821, the first on record. “The coloured people, of
this Island,” the writer stated, “have formed themselves, into a Society, for the purpose of
religious worship.” In a location likely near the vicinity o f New Guinea in the building
designated “Negro Hall” on the 1821 map o f Nantucket, “they have a room fitted up for
that purpose; and a preacher, o f their own colour is now officiating among them.”60 This
was a key development for the established black families who were living on Nantucket.
Religion would continue to play a major role in daily life within the New Guinea
neighborhood for many years to come. Whether in memoirs, maps, or newspaper
accounts, a wide range o f evidence reveals how Nantucket’s New Guinea community had
changed and grown in importance. The enclave that emerged on the edge o f Nantucket
town appears to have enjoyed a favorable reputation in the white community. One white
visitor to Nantucket in 1846 remarked that he “went all through ‘Guinea’ among the
Blacks. They [are] a much more worthy sett + more respected than the Blacks of N[ew]
York.”61
Meanwhile, in New Bedford, the presence o f people o f color was noticeable
enough to appear on a map drawn up by a British officer who participated in the British
raid on the town in 1778. On this map Major John Andre made note o f a settlement called
“New Guinea” just outside the main waterfront area.62 Interestingly, o f 3,320 residents of

60 Nantucket Inquirer, 16 August 1821.
61 Charles C. Dyer Diary, July 22, 1846, Collection 28 7 -Charles C. Dyer / George Henry Weaver
Collection, 1846,1869, Folder 1, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.
62 Bedford harbor, topographical map with handwritten notes by Major John Andre, 177-. Map
Manuscript, Small Clinton Maps 57, William L. Clements Library, University o f Michigan.
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New Bedford, a mere thirty-eight people were counted under the category “all other free
persons” in the 1790 census taken only twelve years later.63
The designation o f a neighborhood on the outskirts of town as “New Guinea” is
consistent with settlement patterns in general in British North America when a noticeable
“population o f color” would have been present. Moreover, because o f British policies
during the Revolutionary War affording people o f color freedom in exchange for service
to the crown, Andre would have had reason to note the presence o f potential Loyalist
allies in New Bedford for his superiors. The apparent disconnect between Major Andre’s
observation of a separate non-white community in the 1770s and the data from the first
federal census suggests as Kathryn Grover has argued, that the 1790 census greatly
underrepresented New Bedford’s total population of color.64 At the turn o f the nineteenth
century the number of “all other free persons” recorded in the census had jumped to 160
o f a total 4,361 residents in New Bedford, constituting nearly four percent o f the overall
population.65
Slow but steady population growth continued into the early 1800s. Nantucket’s
New Guinea community had become the home for 247 “Free Coloured persons” by 1820.
Another 798 lived in Bristol County, which included the communities in and around New

63 “An Enumeration of the Inhabitants o f the town o f New Bedford,” 1790 United States Federal
Census Record.
64 Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford,
Massachusetts (Amherst, MA: University o f Massachusetts Press, 2001), 40-42.
It is possible that some of New Bedford’s black population might have left for Canada with the British
at the conclusion o f the Revolutionary War, contributing to a loss o f black population by the 1790 census.
However, New England’s people o f color generally rallied to the patriot cause as seen in examples o f black
soldiers who fought individually during the war, or, in the case o f the majority-black First Rhode Island
Regiment, as part of larger units. For more on the contributions o f people o f color to the American
Revolution, see Benjamin Quarles, The Negro in the American Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 1961. Reprint, Chapel Hill: University o f North Carolina Press, 1996).
65 “Names o f Towns - New Bedford,” 1800 United States Federal Census Record.
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Bedford.66 Several factors played a role in the growing numbers o f non-whites in each
location. A sense o f community and steady work for black laborers helped to facilitate
the rise in population. Both at sea on the whale ships and on shore by the dock working
as coopers, blacksmiths, stevedores, caulkers, and in a variety o f other capacities, people
o f color in Nantucket and New Bedford were linked by a common racial background and
created a community connected closely to the sea.
Though many people of color in Nantucket and New Bedford were free blacks
working in the whaling industry, fugitive slaves counted for at least part o f the population
increases o f the early 1800s. Recalling the actions o f one New York agent for the
“underground railroad” who ferried fugitive slaves to freedom, a colleague remarked that
“the heart, hand, purse and house o f Thomas Downing were always open, either to
shelter, feed and clothe the fugitives, or pay their fare to Canada, New Bedford,
Nantucket or elsewhere wherever they could be safe from the pursuit o f the slave
hunter.”67 Whether drawing from firsthand experience or public memory o f the
antebellum period, later reminiscences o f the years in Nantucket leading up to the Civil
War emphasized the aid given to fugitive slaves.68
New Bedford likewise harbored a substantial runaway community during the
nineteenth century. While the actual number of runaway slaves living in the city during
the 1800s will never be determined with absolute certainty, Kathryn Grover’s research

66 1820 United States Federal Census Record.
67 “Underground Railroad in New York,” The Elevator (San Francisco, Calif.), January 11,1873.
68 Deborah Coffin Hussey Adams wrote in her 1917 memoir that “Nantucket was one o f the stations of
the ‘underground railroad.’ The fugitive slaves sometimes came there under the protection o f the Quakers.”
A former Nantucket resident bom on December 28,1848, Adams would have been 12 years old when the
Civil War broke out in April 1861. See Adams, “Memories Written in San Francisco in 1917,” Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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suggests that fugitive slaves sought out New Bedford as early as the 1790s.69 Although
documentation for fugitive slaves in the two whaling ports is sparse, the frequency with
which Nantucket and New Bedford are referred to in surviving records as stations on the
Underground Railroad would seem to indicate that both communities sheltered their
share o f fugitives from slavery during the nineteenth century. Made up o f free blacks,
fugitive slaves, and other people o f color, both New Guinea communities offered the
promise o f freedom, if not equality.
The arrival o f slave catchers in both Nantucket and New Bedford tested the
freedom that people of color had come to enjoy and the idea that fugitive slaves had
reached a safe harbor. Just before sunrise on October 24,1822, a black shepherd named
George Washington arrived breathless at the home o f William Mitchell, a prominent
white Nantucket resident. Washington, “a respectable colored man” and the keeper o f the
western flock o f sheep belonging to Mitchell’s neighborhood, notified Mitchell o f trouble
at the Arthur Cooper house. Slave catchers were on the island. The island’s “colored
people were in a perfect rage” because Arthur Cooper, a fugitive slave from Virginia, and
his family were threatened by a slave catcher.70 Another island correspondent also noted
the “unusual commotion among the blacks who inhabit that quarter o f the town called
New Guinea,” and quickly ascertained that the agent for Cooper’s master fully intended

69 Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar, 37-93, 221.
70 “The Arthur Cooper Case,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, May 4, 1878. Regarding the source of
the information found in the article, the newspaper editor notes the following: “Some ten years ago we
published a number o f articles relative to the ‘Arthur Cooper trouble,’ and much discussion ensued as to the
time it occurred, some fixing it in 1821, and others in 1822. The late Hon. William Mitchell, then a resident
at Vassar College, was written to concerning the matter and sent the following reply, which has been kindly
loaned us for publication.”
Based on the information contained in the preface to the newspaper article, all indications point to
William Mitchell’s letter being written sometime in the mid to late-1860s, after William Mitchell moved in
to the Vassar College Observatory with his daughter, accomplished astronomer Maria Mitchell. William
Mitchell died in 1869.
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to return him to slavery.71 With events unfolding rapidly in the early morning hours,
Mitchell had to take action quickly if he were to avert disaster for both the Cooper family
and Nantucket’s black community.
Mitchell first dispatched Washington to alert Gilbert Coffin, who in turn directed
the messenger to the home o f Sylvanus Macy. Mitchell then sent another person to Oliver
Gardner, who, Mitchell recalled in the 1860s, “was the great engineer in the matter, both
to plan and to execute” the rescue o f Cooper. According to the Mitchell account o f the
incident, the party that had come for Cooper “were all armed to the teeth, and but for the
skill o f Oliver Gardner, and the mild and pacific reasoning o f Gilbert and Sylvanus, a
massacre would certainly have ensued.”72 With many island residents now aware o f the
situation, Mitchell and his allies mobilized to save Cooper and protect the New Guinea
community from the southern incursion.
The sworn narrative o f Camillus Griffith, one o f the slave catchers, corroborates
much o f the information surrounding the Cooper case found in the newspaper account

71 “Kidnapping in Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, October 29, 1822.
72 “The Arthur Cooper Case,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, May 4, 1878. All the people Mitchell
called on to aid the Cooper family, Gilbert Coffin (1759-1843), Sylvanus Macy (1756-1833), and Oliver C.
Gardner (1784-1860), were prominent white islanders and abolitionists.
Gilbert Coffin or the firm “Gilbert Coffin & Sons” appears as the managing owner or agent for several
whaleships between 1820 and 1844 (just after his death in 1843), including the Dauphin (1820, 1826),
Galen (1820), Improvement (1820), Enterprise (1826, 1836), Planter (1829, 1844); see Starbuck, History o f
the American Whale Fishery, 230-233,258-259,270-271, 326-327,412-413.
According to Macy family records, Sylvanus Macy “followed the sea for many years,” going into the
cod trade in 1786 with brother Obed Macy. Not long after they “commenced whale fishing and the
manufacture o f sperm candles, at the same time carrying on their trade of shoemaking. Silvanus and Obed
were copartners in business forty-seven years.” See Silvanus J. Macy, Genealogy o f the Macy Family from
1635-1868 (Albany: Joel Munsell, 1868), 156. For a record o f the dissolution o f “the firm o f Sylvanus &
Obed Macy” following Sylvanus Macy’s death in 1833, see Nantucket Inquirer, December 7, 1833.
In the early 1840s, Oliver C. Gardner appears to have served in several roles as a Nantucket town
officer, ranging from the health committee to surveyor o f highways, as well as surveyor o f “wood and
bark.” “Town Officers,” Nantucket Islander, February 13,1841. Gardner, a noted abolitionist in his own
right, was also the father o f Anna Gardner (January 25, 1816 - February 18, 1901), who went on to become
a major figure in Nantucket’s integration fight, as well as being a central figure in Nantucket’s
contributions to freedpeople’s education in the 1860s and 1870s.
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and other sources. Arriving on Nantucket with a deputy, Griffith quickly found “the
family o f negroes” owned by David Ricketts o f Alexandria, Virginia. Griffith was about
to seize them when he found that he was surrounded by “a large assemblage o f persons”
who “seemed to set us at defiance.” As the deputy marshal and agent for the master
attempted to convince the assembled crowd o f the legality o f their purpose, Francis G.
Macy “insisted that if we had any authority it should be produced.” Since Griffith
deemed Francis Macy “to have the most influence with the mob,” he offered the power of
attorney granted by Ricketts as evidence o f their right to the Cooper family. While some
Nantucketers engaged in these delaying tactics at the door o f Cooper’s home, others were
with the fugitives:
Thomas Mackerel Macy put his Quaker coat and hat on George [Arthur Cooper],
and assisted him and his wife and children out of the window and carried them off
to a place of greater security. While these things were going on, and I was
engaged with the party in front o f the house, one man, Sylvenus [sic] Macy,
observed that the power o f attorney o f Ricketts might be a forgery, and afterwards
said there was no doubt that it was a forgery, and also observed: ‘We were not in
Virginia now, but in Yankee town - that they wanted those colored people to man
their whale ships and would not suffer them to be carried back to bondage.’73

73 Sworn statement o f Camillus Griffith (1823), quoted in “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave
Case in New Bedford Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14, 1878.
Griffith’s sworn account o f his attempts to take into custody fugitive slaves living in Nantucket and
New Bedford in 1822 also appeared verbatim in Charles Burr Todd, In Olde Massachusetts: Sketches of
Old Times and Places During the Early Days o f the Commonwealth (New York: Grafton Press, 1907), 109-

110.
In the introduction to Anna Gardner’s Harvest Gleanings (1881), Rev. Phebe A. Hanaford, a
contemporary of Anna Gardner’s bom in 1829, wrote about Nantucket’s public memory o f the 1822
incident involving slave catchers on the island. She described many o f the familial connections of those
involved in the affair. Francis G. Macy was both the father o f Thomas Mackerel Macy, and the father-inlaw o f Oliver C. Gardner. Gardner adds to the account o f Cooper’s escape that it was “father’s coat [Oliver
C. Gardner] and uncle Thomas’ broad-brimmed Quaker hat” used to aid in secreting Arthur Cooper out of
the house undetected by Griffith and the others. Noting die was just six years old in 1822, Gardner
contended that the sight shaken and frightened fugitive slaves, who were “concealed for weeks in our attic
and cellar,” was too indelibly impressed upon the mind o f a child ever to be forgotten.” See Anna Gardner,
Harvest Gleanings in Prose and Verse (New York: Fowler & Wells, 1881), 13-16.
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Outnumbered by a group of New Guinea residents and white leaders maneuvering to
block Cooper’s capture, Griffith was now running out o f options. The crowd was intent
on protecting their neighbors, and according to Griffith’s own account, the island’s
reputation as a safe haven for people o f color. The danger to New Guinea posed by slave
catchers served to place greater emphasis on the whale fishery’s need for black labor and
defending the island’s community o f color against outside threats.74
Forced to debate with the local magistrate at the scene who “observed to me that
the laws o f this State did not recognize any persons as slaves,” Griffith countered that
“the law of the United States authorized the arrest.”75 Whether or not the slave catchers
were legally justified in their attempt to render the Cooper family back into slavery, they
soon faced an even greater problem. Owing to the aid o f Thomas Mackerel Macy, Cooper

74 The Alexandria Herald connected Camillus Griffith’s testimony about the crowd’s support of black
islanders out o f interest for the whale fishery to his next attempt to capture a fugitive slave in New Bedford:
“Here, pause reader, for a moment, and reflect on the respective conduct of the parties— an agent from
Virginia, acting under full powers, repairs to Massachusetts to recover runaway slaves, the property of his
constituents. Contrary to all law, a mob at New-Bedford, headed by some praters about bondage (who, as
they declared to the agent, ‘wanted these coloured [s/c] people to man their whale ships’) rescue these
slaves—throw the agent in prison, as a criminal, undo- the insulted name o f humanity.” “Mr. Editor,”
Alexandria Herald, January 15, 1823.
While the southern newspaper account confused the details o f the two cases, the error illustrates how
white southerners, as much as white northerners, had come to realize that both free blacks and fugitive
slaves were a key to the success o f the whaling industry. In the estimation o f Griffith’s supporter in
Virginia, the illegal activity o f abolitionists in New Bedford - and for that matter in Nantucket - was at
least in part driven by the needs o f the whale fishery.
75 Sworn statement o f Camillus Griffith (1823), quoted in “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave
Case in New Bedford Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14,1878. See also
Charles Burr Todd, In Olde Massachusetts, 110.
When Griffith challenged the magistrate that it was his duty “to suppress the mob, and allow us to
bring the negroes before him or suffer Mr. Bass, the Deputy Marshal, to take them to Boston before Judge
[John] Davis [United States District Court] for trial. I also asked Mr. Folger [magistrate] if he did not
consider the State laws o f Massachusetts subordinate to the laws o f the United States. His answer was ‘No,’
and that if we attempted to molest these people any further, he would put us all in jail.” Sworn statement of
Camillus Griffith (1823), quoted in “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave Case in New Bedford
Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14,1878. See also Charles Burr Todd, In
Olde Massachusetts, 110-111.
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and his family were no longer in the house. A different account attributes the rescue
primarily to the local black populace:
The transaction took place in that part o f the town called New Guinea. There was
a large collection o f colored men women and children gathered around four
gentlemanly men who said they had come to carry to Virginia a man and his
family runaway slaves. The colored people were very much incensed and with
difficulty prevented from committing violence on them.76
One Nantucket resident who lived “in full view o f the house at the time” recalled seeing
the “crowd and mob around there and the very pompous appearance the strangers
assumed.”77
The records differ on where the alleged fugitives hid next after the dramatic
escape from the Cooper family home. The Nantucket Inquirer had Cooper escaping “into
the swamps,” where the newspaper reported he and his family disappeared for a time
“among the vast subterranean vaults which have been made by peat-diggers.”78 The
Inquirer's version o f the narrative is oddly reminiscent o f runaway slave accounts from
the Deep South and does not hold up against other documentation.
Sources that are more reliable point to Cooper’s hiding in a number o f white
homes on the island. By one account, after the initial escape from his house, Cooper and
his family spent weeks hiding in “an attic of safety” under the protection o f Folger and
Oliver Gardner.79 While the island’s major newspaper placed these fugitive slaves in the
“swamps,” in actuality the white community had come together to protect a fugitive who

76 George F. Worth, “Incidents and Reminiscences,” Collection 129 - Worth Family Papers, 17431912, Book 14, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts, 18. Worth
was bom December 8,1809, making him 12 years of age at the time o f the Cooper incident.
77 “Arthur Cooper Again,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, June 15,1878.
78 “Kidnapping in Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, 29 October 1822.
79 “The Arthur Cooper Case,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, May 4, 1878. This account is supported
by a family history o f the event See Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, 15.
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would become one o f the island’s leading citizens by the 1840s. According to one
account by a white islander, “finding the men o f Nantucket so defiant and threatening,”
Griffith along with the other slave catchers “relinquished his quest and set sail for New
Bedford.,” having been unable to capture Arthur and Mary Cooper and successfully
return them to Virginia.80
Undeterred by his failure in Nantucket, Griffith headed for New Bedford in early
November where he hoped to locate another fugitive slave who had arrived in New
England at the same time as the Cooper family. The ensuing battle generated headlines
both in Massachusetts and back in Virginia where the fugitive slaves had originated.81
Meeting with resistance in New Bedford from local whites and people o f color, Griffith
faced an indictment in 1823 “for an assault and battery and false imprisonment o f a
colored man calling himself John Randolph.” 82 New Bedford residents generally
denounced Griffith’s “incursion into our Yankee land,” with the New Bedford Mercury's
editor adding “that the respectability o f those o f our citizens named by this southern
libeller [s/c] was too generally known to need a defence [sic] from so scurrilous an
attack.”83 Certainly to the dismay o f abolitionists in New Bedford, Nantucket, and
elsewhere throughout New England, the Supreme Judicial Court o f Massachusetts
eventually upheld the Fugitive Slave Act o f 1793 in Commonwealth o f Massachusetts v.
Camillus Griffith.

80 George F. Worth, “Incidents and Reminiscences,” Collection 129 - Worth Family Papers, 17431912, Book 14, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts, 18.
81 New Bedford Mercury, February 28, 1823; Independent Chronicle & Boston Patriot, May 3, 1823;
Alexandria Virginia Herald, May 7, 1823; Boston Repertory, May 10, 1823.
82 “Taunton, April 30 - Supreme Court,” Boston Repertory, May 10, 1823. See also the sworn
statement o f Camillus Griffith (1823), quoted in “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave Case in New
Bedford Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14,1878.
83 New BeefordMercury, February 28, 1823.
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In the opinion o f Chief Justice Isaac Parker, the case against Griffith came down
to “a single point, whether the statute o f the United States giving power to seize a slave
without a warrant is constitutional.” Over Justice George Thacher’s dissent noting that
“the laws here [in Massachusetts] do not recognize a slave,” the court ruled in favor of
Griffith, stating that “we do not perceive that the statute is unconstitutional, and we think
that the defence [s/c] is well made out.”84 In spite o f the loss in court however, the length
o f the court proceedings worked in the favor o f the abolitionists and Randolph. By the
time the case against Griffith finally came to a close with the delivery o f the court’s
opinion in April 1824, John Randolph had long since disappeared.85 Writing about one of
Randolph’s protectors, a white abolitionist and candlemaker named William Swain, a
supporter o f Griffith regretted that Swain had not been jailed for his actions, adding
“what a glorious light would be thrown upon the doctrine o f emancipation, in the
penitentiary at Richmond, by this dealer in liberty and lamp oil.” 86
The attempts to render the Coopers and Randolph back into slavery stirred debate
in the two affected towns that continued long after the courts had made their final rulings.
Some Nantucketers believed wholeheartedly that the slave catchers had acted “without
authority” during the affair and suggested that one deputy marshal from Boston was even
acting “against his conscience,” declaring in one newspaper report “that he disliked

84 Octavius Pickering, ed., Reports o f Cases Argued and Determined in the Supreme Judicial Court o f
Massachusetts (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1866), 2:18-20.
85 After having the charges against him dismissed, and subsequently being freed from the jail at
Taunton, Massachusetts, all while Griffith argued the merits o f his case before Judge John Davis o f the
United States District Court in Boston, John Randolph appears to have sailed for New York City to escape
further harassment from his pursuer. “The Quakers and Slavery: A Fugitive Slave Case in New Bedford
Fifty Years Ago,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 14, 1878. See also Grover, The Fugitive’s
Gibraltar, 97.
86 “Mr. Editor,” Alexandria Herald, January 15, 1823.
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slavery exceedingly/”87 William Hussey Macy, writing to Alexander Starbuck during the
1870s, claimed, “there was no ‘permission’ [for apprehension o f a fugitive] from any
governmental or responsible source,” and furthermore that “the ‘invasion’ was by the
slave hunters themselves, without any legal authority - which also would account for
their being driven off so quickly.”88
Although William Mitchell looked back “upon this transaction as one o f great
daring and adroitness,” both in Mitchell’s home o f Nantucket and in New Bedford
reformers were reminded o f the threat posed by the continued existence o f slavery.89 The
whaling economy in Nantucket and New Bedford had come to rely on both free blacks
and fugitive slaves by the early 1800s. Regardless o f the alleged illegality o f the slavehunting ventures o f October and November 1822, the arrival o f slave catchers in both
whaling ports brought into focus the complicated nature o f freedom in a society where
slavery, even though eradicated in Massachusetts itself, dominated much o f the political
and social life o f the era. The threat from slave catchers was only one o f many hardships
facing the black communities that had emerged by the late 1700s and early 1800s to take
part in the whaling industry—challenges on shore and at sea that brought concerns over
the meaning of freedom and equality into sharper focus.

87 “Kidnapping in Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, October 29, 1822.
88William Hussey Macy to Alexander Starbuck, mid-1870s, Collection 144 - Starbuck Family Papers,
1662-1973, Folder 10, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
89 “The Arthur Cooper Case,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, May 4, 1878.
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CHAPTER 2
GREASY LUCK

By the time American whaleships were pursuing sperm whales into the Pacific
Ocean, whalemen could be expect to be away from home for at least two to three years
on a single voyage. Whaling voyages o f four or more years were not uncommon. When
not actively hunting for or processing whales for their oil, whalemen spent countless
hours in shipboard duty, on the lookout for more whales, or in private pursuits such as
reading, singing, or carving elaborate designs into leftover sperm whale teeth, bone, or
baleen. Known as scrimshaw, these pieces o f folk art were largely intended as gifts for
loved ones, but they also left a record o f what mattered most to American whalemen.
Domestic scenes, patriotic motifs, and pictures o f the whale hunt were popular subjects.
While much o f the scrimshaw that survives is anonymous, the scrimshaw o f Nantucketer
Frederick Myrick is recognized today as some o f the finest produced during the golden
age o f American whaling. Much o f his work featured the words, “Death to the living,
long life to the killers/ Success to sailors wives, & greasy luck to whalers.” 1
This now famous motto o f nineteenth-century American whalemen reflected the
reality that whaling was by no means an easy life. For the lucky, whaling offered a path
to riches and social status, but for those whalemen without “greasy luck,” their long,
risky hunt might produce few financial rewards. Some whalemen came to recognize,

1 As quoted in Stuart M. Frank, Ingenious Contrivances, Curiously Carved: Scrimshaw in the New
Bedford Whaling Museum (Jaffrey, NH: David R Godine, Publisher, 2012), 16, 22. For more on the art of
scrimshaw and other ways that whalemen passed their downtime at sea, see Eric Jay Dolin, Leviathan: The
History o f Whaling in America (New York: W. W. Norton, 2007), 275-281, 436-438.
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however, that they could make their own “greasy luck” in spite o f the pitfalls and dangers
o f whaling. More than prospects o f fiscal reward, African Americans and other people o f
color found that whaling offered a path to respectability, freedom, and a measure o f
equality that few other professions offered in nineteenth-century America.
Census records illustrate that more and more people were being drawn to the
economic opportunities to be found in Nantucket and New Bedford. With New England’s
whaling economy back on the rise after the end o f the American Revolution, Nantucket’s
overall population rose from 3,320 in 1765 to 5,617 in 1800. Black population figures
were on the rise as well, climbing from 110 in 1790 to 228 in 1800. New Bedford
witnessed a similar increase in its overall population and the number o f “colored persons”
in town. In the ten years from 1790 to 1800, New Bedford grew from 3,313 residents to
4,361. Having recorded only 38 people o f color in 1790, that population stood at 160 by
1800.2 Although never a large percentage o f the overall population, people o f color
represented a big enough segment o f the community to be conspicuous.
Bom sometime around 1785, black whaleman Absalom F. Boston started his
career in a changing Nantucket community where slavery no longer existed and
opportunities for people o f color abounded.3 His father Seneca was the son o f slaves. It
was Seneca’s brother, Absalom Boston’s uncle Prince, who had gained notoriety for
having been at the center o f the island’s manumission debate earlier in the century. With

2 Jesse Chickering, A Statistical View o f the Population o f Massachusetts, from 1765 to 1840 (Boston:
Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1846), 30,34,119-120.
3 Working back from the 1810 United States Federal Census where Boston is listed at 25 years o f age,
1785 appears to be the year of his birth.
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ties to Nantucket’s Wampanoag heritage through his mother Thankful Micah, Boston
also had roots going back to the first people living on the island.4
Boston married his first wife, Mary Spywood, on January 7, 1808. Their first
child, Charles, was bom in 1809.5 Recently wed and with a child soon to be bom, finding
employment must have been a priority for the new husband. Following in Prince
Boston’s footsteps, Absalom Boston chose to make his living on the open ocean rather
than on the small island where he and his family had now lived for at least three
generations. Married for only three months, Boston joined the whaleship Lydia for a
voyage to the coast of Brazil.6 Upon returning to Nantucket he received a 1/60 “lay” (or
share) o f the profits from the sale of whale oil.7
In contrast to the wage system o f the English whale fishery, Nantucket, and later
the entire American whaling industry, developed a “lay system” whereby everyone
received a prearranged percentage o f the profits, or a lay, upon the whaleship’s return. If

4 As was common in the mixed-race world o f New England whaling, the color lines o f race and
ethnicity often blurred. Despite his mixed Affo-Indian background, Boston consciously chose to identify as
an African American during his lifetime, and to ignore his Wampanoag heritage. For further discussion of
Absalom F. Boston’s racial identity, see Philbrick, Away OffShore, 178. For a discussion o f mixed AffoIndian whaling communities, see Russel Lawrence Barsh, “‘Colored’ Seamen in the New England Whaling
Industry: An Affo-Indian Consortium,” in Confounding the Color Line: The Indian-Black Experience in
North America, ed. James F. Brooks (Lincoln: University o f Nebraska Press, 2002), 76-107. For a
discussion o f Afro-Indian racial identity and the historical tendency to identify as black when in fact the
individual has mixed race heritage see Ron Welbum, “A Most Secret Identity: Native American
Assimilation and Identity Resistance in African America,” in Confounding the Color Line: The IndianBlack Experience in North America, ed. James F. Brooks (Lincoln: University o f Nebraska Press, 2002),
292-320.
5 Vital Records o f Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume III-Marriages (A-G), 108 and
1810 United States Federal Census Records.
6 Wharf book, Ship Lydia, Collection 10 - Account Books Collection, AB 575, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
Based on surviving whaling records, Absalom Boston must have joined the Lydia's crew sometime
between April 1808 and April 1809. See Alexander Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery
(Waltham, Mass.: by the author, 1878. Reprint, Secaucus, N.J: Castle Books, 1989), 208-209.
7 Wharf book, Ship Lydia, Collection 10 - Account Books Collection, AB 575, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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the voyage went badly there was no guarantee that a man who had signed up for the
voyage would receive any pay for his time spent aboard ship.8 In the case o f the Lydia,
most o f the ordinary seamen received the same share o f the profits as Absalom Boston,
with the master and officers receiving more, and two men receiving less with 1/65 and
1/70 lays.9 Roughly one-third o f the revenue generated through the sale o f whale oil and
whalebone (baleen) from the voyage went back to the ship’s owners. Another third
typically covered the voyage’s expenses and repairs to the whaleship. What remained
was then divided up among the crew based on the predetermined shares the whalemen
had agreed to before setting sail.10
Tremendous variation from one whaling voyage to another makes it difficult to
determine wider patterns o f earning potential, but a skilled seaman’s mean monthly
earnings ranged from a high o f $14.24 per month in 1854, to a low of $7.18 per month in
1845.11 Averaging $10.24 per month over the years 1840-1858, and 1866, whalemen like
Boston who were not officers, generally made slightly less than 60 percent o f what
skilled workers earned onshore or as merchant seamen.12 Even so, in the racially

8 For further discussion o f the “lay system” see Philbrick, Away OffShore, 71; Dolin, Leviathan, 270271; Lance E. Davis, et al., In Pursuit of Leviathan: Technology, Institutions, Productivity, and Profits in
American Whaling, 1816-1906 (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1997), 154-190.
9 In comparison, the master, or captain o f the Lydia earned a 1/15 lay, with three men - likely the
mates and cooper - listed as having earned a 1/22, 1/36, and 1/38 lay from the voyage. As officers earning
a better percentage of the profits from the voyage, they would have earned significantly more than Absalom
Boston and the other crew. Wharf book, Ship Lydia, Collection 10 - Account Books Collection, AB 575,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Li Nary, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
10 The differential in pay between officers and crew grew wider over time as lays for ordinary seamen
became less lucrative. The average lay for a skilled seaman sailing from New Bedford in 1840 was 1/143.8.
By 1858 the lay had grown significantly longer to 1/166.9. Over the same period unskilled seamen saw
their lays lengthen from 1/178.0 to 1/192.5, in Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 165-166. For a broader view
o f average lays by occupation and grounds for New Bedford whaling voyages between 1840-1858, and
1866, see Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 161-166.
11 See Table 5.6, “Average Monthly Earnings by Occupations, All Grounds, New Bedford Whaling
Voyages, Sailing Years 1840-1858 and 1866,” Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 176.
12 Davis, Gallman, and Gleiter offer the most complete discussion of the differences in wages between
whalemen and merchant seamen, who as the authors note “professed great contempt for ‘spouters’ and
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stratified society o f nineteenth-century America, the residents who made up the mixedrace communities o f New Guinea in Nantucket and New Bedford would likely have
found few skilled jobs with better pay available to them.
For a skilled seaman aboard a New Bedford whaleship in 1840, average monthly
earnings worked out to $10.44. Projected over a typical voyage o f three years, this
whaleman could expect a $375 return for his work, plus room and board. An unskilled
seaman would earn $8.66 in the same month. The cook and steward, positions often filled
by men o f color, could hope to earn $10.59 and $11.13 respectively, placing them in
about the same earning bracket as a skilled seaman.13 By comparison, a farm laborer with
board living in 1825 could expect to earn anywhere between $8.00 and $10.00 per
month.14 A black whaleman’s earnings would have been equivalent to, or slightly better
than, the unskilled wages a person o f color could expect to make on land. Although on
the lower side o f the nineteenth-century wage scale, black whalemen would have made
enough to cover the basic necessities required to maintain a smaller family.15

‘blubber-hunters’” (179). According to Davis, Gallman, and Gleiter’s analysis of New Bedford whaling
records, “the wages o f skilled, semi-skilled, and unskilled seamen were less than 60 percent o f the wages of
workers ashore.” The same three classes o f whalemen did slightly better when compared to textile workers
in Massachusetts, rather than skilled artisans, making about the same amount in average monthly wages.
See Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 176, 185. For an excellent overview o f the “relative wages o f
whalemen” in the age o f sail, see Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 175-190.
13 See Table 5.6, “Average Monthly Earnings by Occupations, All Grounds, New Bedford Whaling
Voyages, Sailing Years 1840-1858 and 1866,” Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 176.
14 Carroll Davidson Wright, Comparative Wages, Prices, and Cost o f Living. From the Sixteenth
Annual Report o f the Massachusetts Bureau o f Statistics o f Labor, fo r 1885 (Boston: Wright & Potter
Printing Company, 1889), 22.
15 A labor leader writing to the New York Daily Tribune in 1851 itemized the weekly expenses o f a
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania family, including flour ($0,625), sugar ($0.32), butter ($0,625), milk ($0.14),
butcher’s meat ($1.40), potatoes ($0.50), tea and coffee ($0.25), candles and oil ($0.14), fuel ($0.40),
sundries ($0.40), household articles ($0.25), bedding ($0.20), rent ($3.00), wearing apparel ($2.00), and
newspapers ($0.12), coming to a total o f $10.37 for the week. “Labor Movements in Philadelphia,” New
York Daily Tribune, May 27, 1851.
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Though modest when compared with the earnings o f a whaling captain who
averaged $88.75 per month, whaling still offered the promise o f a good income and a
path to opportunity for people of color that was often unequaled on shore.16 Particularly
skilled seamen could even aspire to become boatsteerers and harpooneers on the
whaleboats, sent over the side o f a whaleship to capture and kill the whale, increasing
their share of the profits and offering an opportunity for advancement in the hierarchy on
board. In exceptional cases some African Americans and other non-whites were able to
become officers, positions o f leadership that challenged the rigid color line that defined
much o f nineteenth-century American life.
A search o f crewlists, whalemen’s shipping papers, and written contracts with the
crew from the New Bedford Customs District for the period between 1810 and 1860
offers some perspective on the participation o f people o f color in the whale fishery during
this period.17 O f the 1,024 whalemen who listed Nantucket or New Bedford as their
place o f residence on documentation for whaling voyages between 1810 and 1860, 140
listed their skin color or were recorded in one o f the following categories - African,
black, brown, colored, mulatto, Negro, sable, or yellow. The terms mulatto or yellow
typically indicate a person o f mixed-race background. All o f the categories are similar to
those found in the runaway slave advertisements to be found in early-American
newspapers. Not every whaling record includes such identifying details as skin color.
Other categories such as “dark” are open to greater interpretation, making it harder to

16 See Table 5.6, “Average Monthly Earnings by Occupations, All Grounds, New Bedford Whaling
Voyages, Sailing Y ears 1840-1858 and 1866,” Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 176.
17 See Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, New
Bedford, Massachusetts, accessed January 6,2015, http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/librarv/specialcollections/whaling-archives/.
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assess just how many people o f color were participating in the whaling industry at any
given time. However, within this limited sample o f whaling records it can be said that
just under fourteen percent were recorded as having a skin color that likely identified
them as non-white.
Aside from the free people o f color who worked as whalemen, Nantucket’s and
New Bedford’s whaling industry also provided an unparalleled opportunity for fugitive
slaves who made it to the New England coast. Although the experiences o f fugitive
slaves in the whaling industry are not well documented, a few notable exceptions offer a
window into the lives o f people who ran away from slavery to seek a new life o f freedom
tied to the whale fishery. Following his escape from slavery, Frederick Douglass reached
New York and the home o f David Ruggles, the secretary of the New York Vigilance
Committee and a prominent conductor along the Underground Railroad. In consultation
with Ruggles, Douglass plotted his next move:
Learning that I was a calker [57'c] by trade, he promptly decided that New Bedford
was the proper place to send me. “Many ships,” said he, “are fitted out for the
whaling business, and you may there find work at your trade, and make a good
living.” This, in one fortnight after my flight from Maryland, I was safe in New
Bedford, regularly entered upon the exercise o f the rights, responsibilities, and
duties o f a freeman.18
In some ways New Bedford was everything a runaway slave could hope for. Douglass
was not long in search o f work on New Bedford’s wharves, finding employment “the
third day after my arrival in New Bedford, in stowing a sloop with a load o f oil for the

18 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York and Auburn: Miller, Orton &
Mulligan, 1855), 340-341.
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New York market.”19 Despite his early success, however, Douglass soon found that
living as a person o f color in New Bedford was not without its challenges.
The life Douglass began to build as a free man in the shadow o f New Bedford’s
whaleships and counting houses offered both promise and frustration. Despite New
Bedford’s “just and humane sentiment,” and pronounced antislavery leanings, Douglass
found himself largely limited to working as a stevedore loading and unloading ships on
the waterfront, a lower-paying job than that o f his profession as a caulker. Douglass
recalled that “the test o f the real civilization o f the community came when I applied for
work at my trade, and then my repulse was emphatic and decisive.” Douglass
successfully approached Rodney French, a prominent white New Bedford resident and
antislavery advocate, for work fitting out a whaleship “upon which there was a heavy job
o f calking [s/c] and coppering to be done.”20 Even with so much work to be done on the
waterfront, and French’s support, Douglass encountered difficulty.21
Arriving at the float-stage where the whaleship was being overhauled, Douglass
was told “that every white man would leave the ship in her unfinished condition, if I
struck a blow at my trade upon her.” Although forced to take one dollar an hour as a
common laborer rather than two dollars as a skilled caulker, in that moment Douglass

19 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 348.
20 Frederick Douglass, The Life and Times o f Frederick Douglass, written by himself (Hartford, CT:
Park Publishing Co., 1881), 211-212.
Rodney French served as mayor o f New Bedford from 1853 to 1854, earning a great deal o f support
from the black community. The presentation salver and pitcher New Bedford’s people o f color
commissioned and gave to French in 1853 is now in the collections o f the New Bedford Free Public
Library.
21 The 1841 city directory for New Bedford listed twenty-one calkers (or caulkers) and one person,
William Hersey, apprenticed as a caulker to William Cannon. None of the twenty-two men listed in the
directory pursuing the trade were identified as “colored.” Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory
(New Bedford: Press o f Benjamin Lindsey, 1841), 46, 48, 54, 57,60, 66, 68, 71, 77, 80, 87, 100-101,104,
128.
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counted himself fortunate to be able to make a living as a free man at all. “The
consciousness that I was free— no longer a slave,” Douglass reflected in his
autobiography, “kept me cheerful under this, and many similar proscriptions which I was
destined to meet in New Bedford and elsewhere on the free soil o f Massachusetts.”22
Douglass dedicated himself to doing “anything which came to hand in the way o f turning
an honest penny,” ranging from sawing wood, digging cellars and shoveling coal, to
rolling whale oil casks on the wharves and toiling “in Ricketson’s candle works.”23
Nevertheless, the insult on the New Bedford waterfront left a lasting impression that
informed his later work as an abolitionist.
Like Douglass, John Thompson fled slavery in Maryland and arrived in New
York hoping to secure his freedom and find work. Intending to go to sea out o f the port of
New York City, Thompson was turned away for lack o f experience. “I could get no berth
on shipboard, as they only wanted to employ able seamen,” Thompson recalled in his
1856 fugitive slave narrative. Thompson noted that he “was advised to go to New
Bedford, where green hands were more wanted, and where, I was told, I could go free of
expense.”24 Thompson ventured to New Bedford soon after in search o f work related to

22 Douglass, The Life and Times o f Frederick Douglass, 211-212.
23 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 349.
24 John Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave; Containing his History o f 25 Years in
Bondage, and his Providential Escape (Worcester, MA: Published by John Thompson, 1856), 107.
It was not uncommon for whaling agents tasked with securing crews for a whaleship during the mid1800s to offer a signing bonus or other inducements to raw recruits to entice young men to sign cm for a
voyage. In the case o f John Thompson, free passage to New Bedford appears to have been offered by just
such a recruiter. As Eric Jay Dolin has noted, “The explosive growth o f the American whaling industry
generated an equally explosive demand for labor. In the mid-1850s, New Bedford whaieships alone
employed ten thousand seamen, with all the other ports accounting for another ten thousand. Supplying this
quantity o f bodies was no easy task. The captains and officers were usually hired directly by the
shipowners or shipping agents, while the latter were responsible for recruiting the crews. To get men in the
door, the agents advertised positions in newspapers, at public establishments, and on the streets.” Dolin,
Leviathan, 221.
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the whale fishery. With the assistance o f New Bedford whaling agents, Thompson sailed
within a few days for the Acushnet River and the reigning American whaling capital.25
When he sought skilled work, however, Thompson encountered the same problem
Douglass had faced a few years earlier. There were seventy-six whaleships that left New
Bedford in 1842, the year Thompson signed his shipping papers. Several more sailed
from neighboring ports, meaning there would in fact be ample work to be had for a green
hand.26 Although jobs were more readily available for people o f color due to the needs o f
the whale fishery, Thompson’s lack o f seagoing experience coupled with his race limited
the berths available to him aboard the whaleships leaving port that year.
Thompson initially sought the higher paying position o f cook or steward, but
“was told I could only go before the mast as a raw hand, as a great responsibility rested
upon the cook, or steward, o f a whaling vessel, bound upon a long voyage, one o f which
places I preferred and solicited.”27 Turned away during his first job search, Thompson
changed tactics:
I went to the office o f Mr. Gideon Allen, who was fitting out a ship for sea, and
wanted both cook and steward. I approached him with much boldness, and asked
if he would like to employ a good steward, to which he replied in the affirmative,
asking me at the same time if I was one. I told him I thought I was. So, without
much parleying we agreed upon the price, when he took me down to the vessel,
gave to my charge the keys o f the cabin, and I went to work as well as I knew
how.

25 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, 107.
26 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 386-389. Ten whaleships also sailed in 1842 from
Fairhaven, Massachusetts just across the Acushnet River from New Bedford, with eight more from nearby
Westport, Massachusetts, and six sailing out o f Mattapoisett, Massachusetts. See Starbuck, History o f the
American Whale Fishery, 388-391. Average crew size on a New Bedford whaleship by 1850 was twentynine, although the number o f crew shipping aboard each whaleship was determined by a variety o f factors
ranging from the size of the whaleship to the number o f whaleboats the ship would carry to hunt for
whales. See Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 10-11,78-95.
27 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 107.
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Meeting the ship’s captain the next day, Thompson found himself in a difficult position.
“The captain looked at me very suspiciously,” Thompson recalled, “as much as to say,
you know nothing of the duties o f the office you now fill.” Turning to the only person he
knew who could help, a cook Thompson was boarding with, he struck a deal. Thompson
would secure the man, “who, in consequence o f deformed feet, could not obtain a berth,”
a place as cook aboard the Milwood in exchange for “all needful instruction in reference
to my office.”28 The maneuver worked, and both men sailed from New Bedford on June
25, 1B42, with John W. Thompson, steward, having secured a 1/135 lay.29 Many o f the
green hands had signed on the voyage for a 1/165 lay. Some had even agreed to a 1/200
lay when Captain Aaron C. Luce took on more green hands in August 1842, likely while
in the Azores. Thompson’s gamble earned him a shorter lay, meaning a better percentage
of the profits, and consequently represented a significant increase in earnings over the
course of the voyage.30

28 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 107-108.
29 “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Milwood," 1842-1844, in Whaling Collection Archives, New
Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, accessed January 6,2015, http://www.newbedfordma.gov/librarv/special-collections/whaling-archives/. See also Starbuck, History o f the American Whale
Fishery, 388-389.
30 The green hands who shipped aboard the Milwood on August 4, 1842 for a 1/200 lay included
Francisco Davils, Jose Dutra, Antonio Francisco, and Manuel Golaste. The names and timing - a little
more than a month out of New Bedford - suggest that Captain Luce was filling out his crew with
Portuguese sailors in the Azores. See “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Milwood," 1842-1844, in
Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, accessed January 6,
2015, http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/librarv/special-collections/whaling-archives/.
Around the time Thompson sailed out of New Bedford, the lays (shares) that determined the
percentage o f the profits due to a whaleman upon his return were lengthening. Officers (captains and
mates) continued to do well, but ordinary seaman were facing longer lays - in the range o f the 1/165 and
1/200 lays seen on the Milwood - and thus smaller percentages o f the profits from the voyage. The feet that
Thompson negotiated a shorter lay than his counterparts - 1/135 in his case, versus 1/165, or even 1/200 —
meant that he would be owed more money when the Milwood returned to New Bedford than the mat who
had signed on for longer lays, and smaller shares of the profits from the catch.
Historian Margaret Creighton adds that during the 1850s, “Owners increased officers’ shares by 12 to
24 percent, while reducing seamen’s percentages by 9 to 15 percent” See Margaret S. Creighton, Rites and
Passages: The Experience o f American Whaling, 1830-1870 (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1995), 35.
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Money was not the only consideration that drew Thompson to whaling. One of
the advantages o f whaling for a fugitive slave would have been the “long voyage” aboard
a whaleship that Thompson took special note o f in his narrative.31 Watching New
Bedford’s waterfront slip from view, Thompson undoubtedly knew it would be several
years at least before he again set foot on American shores. Asked by the Milwood’s
captain to explain himself after discovering his lack o f whaling experience, Thompson
offered his reason for seeking a berth aboard a New Bedford whaleship, revealing that he
was a fugitive slave from Maryland, with a family living in Philadelphia, “but fearing to
remain there any longer, I thought I would go [on] a whaling voyage, as being the place
where I stood least chance o f being arrested by slave hunters.”32
Having lied to Captain Luce about his credentials as a steward, Thompson
potentially had much to lose, including his position aboard ship, and possibly his
freedom. Thompson’s status as a fugitive slave appears to have been the determining
factor in Luce’s handling o f the situation. “This narrative seemed to touch his heart,” as
Thompson remembered that the captain’s “countenance at once assumed a pleasing
expression.” Told that “had circumstances been different, he should have flogged me for
my imposition,” Thompson was allowed to carry on in his position as steward.33 Safely
aboard the Milwood between June 1842 and June 1844, Thompson was well beyond the
reach o f the slave catchers he feared.34

31 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 107.
32 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 110.
33 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 110.
34 “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Milwood," 1842-1844, in Whaling Collection Archives, New
Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, accessed January 6,2015, http://www.newbedfordma.gov/librarv/special-coIlections/whaling-archives/. See also Alexander Starbuck, History o f the
American Whale Fishery (Waltham, Mass.: by the author, 1878. Reprint, Secaucus, N.J: Castle Books,
1989), 388-389. For further discussion o f fugitive slaves who participated in the New Bedford whale

51

There were other reasons for escaping slaves to make the journey to New
Bedford. John S. Jacobs, the brother o f famed fugitive slave Harriet Jacobs, arrived
hoping to reinvent himself as a free person. “For the first week or so I could not realize
the great transformation from a chattel slave to a man,” Jacobs later wrote, remembering
“it seemed to me like a dream.” Jacobs committed himself to “the necessity o f mental
improvement,” seeking an education in New Bedford by attending school at night, and
working during the day. When he encountered problems balancing work requirements
and his evening lessons Jacobs “thought the better plan would be to get such books as I
should want, and go a voyage to sea.” Jacobs found what he was looking for when he
shipped aboard the Frances Henrietta to go whaling in 1839. “I had made the best
possible use of my leisure hours on board, and kept the object that drove me from my
friends and my home before me when on shore.”35 Denied an education, Jacobs seized
the opportunities available to him in New Bedford to find both work and a measure o f
equality.
Family, and specifically the possibility that earnings from the whaling industry
could gain family members’ freedom, were also a consideration for fugitive slaves.
Jacobs wrote, “I had promised myself, if what money I had coming to me would be an
inducement to any one to bring my sister off from the south, that I would have her.” In
fact, Jacobs arrived back in New Bedford from his whaling voyage in 1843 to find his
sister, Harriet, had gained her freedom in 1842, and come to the whaling port in search o f

fishery see Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford,
Massachusetts (Amherst, MA: University o f Massachusetts Press, 2001), 153-156.
35 John S. Jacobs, “A True Tale of Slavery,” in The Leisure Hour: A Family Journal o f Instruction and
Recreation, February 7, 14, 21,28,1861. (London: Stevens and Co., 1861), 126-127.
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her brother. Told that she had returned to New York, Jacobs welcomed the news, saying
“if my sister was free from her oppressor, I was a happy man. I hurried on shore, drew
some money of the owners, and made my way to New York.36
Some runaways from slavery lived in the whaling ports for a limited time, leaving
as soon as they made enough money or created enough distance from slavery to move on
safely to the next refuge. Like that o f John Jacobs, John Thompson’s stay in New
Bedford upon his return from the Milwood’s nearly two-year whaling voyage was short
lived. The sea-weary steward intended to head back immediately to Philadelphia and his
family “that they might participate in my joy, and unite with me in praises to God for my
safe preservation through so long a voyage.”37 Undoubtedly, Thompson’s family would
soon rejoice all the more over his earnings from the voyage. Barring any substantial debts

36 John S. Jacobs, “A True Tale of Slavery,” in The Leisure Hour: A Family Journal o f Instruction and
Recreation, February 7, 14,21,28,1861. (London: Stevens and Co., 1861), 126-127.
Jacobs wrote the following about his time on the Frances Henrietta, “I accordingly shipped on board
the ‘Frances Henrietta,’ o f New Bedford. This was a whaling voyage; but I will not trouble you with any
fishing stories. I will make it short. After being absent three years and a half, we returned home with a fiill
ship, 1700 barrels o f sperm oil and 1400 o f whale oil.” In Jacobs, “A True Tale of Slavery,” 126.
According to official records o f the voyage, the ship Frances Henrietta, captained by William H. Reynard
and owned by prominent New Bedford whaling merchant and reformer Charles W. Morgan, sailed from
New Bedford on August 4,1839, and returned February 16,1843 with 1,700 barrels o f sperm whale oil,
1,420 barrels o f baleen whale oil, and 11,500 pounds o f whalebone in its hold - a very successful voyage.
Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 354-355.
After escaping from the plantation of Dr. James Norcom outside Edenton, North Carolina in 1835,
Harriet Jacobs would not be able to permanently leave the attic of her grandmother’s house and escape
north to New York until 1842 - the year before ho- brother returned to New Bedford on the Frances
Henreitta. John Jacobs was shocked to see the condition o f his sister Harriet Jacobs at their first meeting in
New York. “I found my sister living with a family as nurse at the Astor House. At first she did not look
natural to me; but how should she look natural, after having been shut out from the light o f heaven for six
years and eleven months! I did not wish to know what her sufferings were, while living in her place of
concealment. The change that it had made in her was enough to make one's soul cry out against this curse
o f curses, that has so long trampled humanity in the dust” In Jacobs, “A True Tale o f Slavery,” 127. For
more on Harriet Jacobs’s escape from slavery and concealment o f almost seven years in the attic o f her
grandmother’s home, see Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life o f a Slave Girl (Boston: Published for the
Author, 1861); Harriet A. Jacobs, John S. Jacobs, and Louisa Matilda Jacobs, The Harriet Jacobs Family
Papers, ed. Jean Fagan Yellin (Chapel Hill: University o f North Carolina Press, 2008); Jean Fagan Yellin,
Harriet Jacobs: A Life (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2004).
37 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 132.
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owed the ship’s owner or agent, at a 1/135 lay, Thompson stood to benefit from what had
been a successful voyage.
According to Thompson’s account the Milwood “was arranged to carry 3500 bbls.
[barrels] o f oil.”38 The whaleship returned to New Bedford with 150 barrels o f sperm
whale oil and 1,650 barrels of baleen whale oil in its hold to sell at auction, along with
12,000 pounds o f whalebone that would soon be manufactured into corset stays and a
host o f other lady’s fashion items.39 “So, as soon as I received my wages, I left New
Bedford,” but not before both the captain and a mate called on Thompson to see him, “the
former giving me ten, and the latter five dollars, telling me to live faithful until death, and
asking me to pray for them, which I promised to do.” With wages and bonus money in
hand, Thompson then departed for Philadelphia and his waiting family.40
Other runaways chose to make the whaling towns a more permanent home. In
contrast to Thompson’s experience at sea, Frederick Douglass stayed in New Bedford
longer, working in the whaling port’s various support industries. Douglass’s narrative
notes that he worked at various odd jobs, “and thus supported myself and family for three
years,” including a first winter in the city that he called “unusually severe” due to “the
high prices o f food.”41 Even during the worst o f the cold weather Douglass was able to

38 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 108.
39 For returns from the 1842-1844 voyage o f the Milwood, see Starbuck, History o f the American
Whale Fishery, 388-389. Whalebone was a crucial byproduct of whaling, and was much sought after by the
time Thompson sailed aboard the Milwood - “Whalebone was the plastic o f its day. Little-used before
1830, it had become, by century’s end, the most important source of revenue of the American whaling
industry,” in Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 30. For more on the market for whalebone, see Davis, In
Pursuit o f Leviathan, 342-343.
40 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 132. Judging from the wording in
Thompson’s narrative, it was likely the Milwood’s first mate, Richard W. Hathaway, who joined Captain
Luce in wishing Thompson a safe journey to Philadelphia. “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Milwood,”
1842-1844, in Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department,
accessed January 6, 2015, http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/librarv/special-collections/whaling-archives/.
41 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 349-350.
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furnish himself and his wife with a two-room apartment, enough food, “and some
necessary articles o f furniture” on the nine dollars a month he earned in hiring out his
labor. “We were closely pinched to bring our wants within our means,” Douglass
recalled, “but the jail stood over the way, and I had a wholesome dread o f the
consequences of running in debt.” After that first winter in New Bedford, Douglass was
able to find “plenty o f work - got well paid for it - and felt that I had not done a foolish
thing to leave Master Hugh and Master Thomas. I was now living in a new world, and
was wide awake to its advantages.”42
On reaching New Bedford, Douglass voiced his “amazement and joy” at finding
the working class members o f the community “living in better houses, more elegantly
furnished— surrounded by more comfort and refinement—than a majority o f the
slaveholders on the Eastern Shore o f Maryland.” As one example Douglass cited his
benefactor:
There was my friend, Mr. Johnson, himself a colored man, (who at the south
would have been regarded as a proper marketable commodity), who lived in a
better house - dined at a richer board - was the owner o f more books - the reader
o f more newspapers - was more conversant with the political and social condition
o f this nation and the world - than nine-tenths o f all the slaveholders of Talbot
county, Maryland. Yet Mr. Johnson was a working man, and his hands were
hardened by honest toil. Here, then, was something for observation and study.
Whence the difference? The explanation was soon furnished, in the superiority of
mind over simple brute force.
Johnson and other New Bedford residents Douglass observed helped to challenge his
preconceived ideas “respecting the social condition o f the free states.” 43 More than

42 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 350.
43 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 344. The 1841 New Bedford city directory lists Nathan
Johnson as “colored” and the owner o f both a house and confectionary on Seventh Street. Henry H. Crapo,
The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford: Press o f Benjamin Lindsey, 1841), 86. The earlier 1836
directory listed Johnson as the owner o f a house on Seventh Street, but simply listed his occupation as a
trader. Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford: J.C. Parmenter, Printer, 1836), 63.
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providing room and board to a fugitive from slavery, Nathan and Mary Johnson appear to
have influenced how Frederick Douglass framed his earliest assessments o f southern
slave labor, northern free labor ideology, and the path to securing frill equality for African
Americans and other people of color. For Douglass and others like him in the nonwhite
community, everyday concerns about making a living came to be coupled with the lofty
goal o f reforming American society.
Where Douglass was eventually able to afford a two-room apartment for his
family, many people o f color came to rely on the black-operated boarding houses in
Nantucket and New Bedford for shelter. In New Bedford, the records o f the New Bedford
Port Society for the Moral Improvement o f Seamen indicate that housing for itinerant
whalemen and sailors was an ongoing problem. After taking leave o f the ship, a sailor
then became the temporary guest, and sometimes the problem, o f the community at large:
the sailor takes himself to the boarding house, which he intends to make his
temporary home; and here he is fortunate if he escapes the pestilential fumes o f a
bar; but here, among associates of the same neglected class, or, in the tavern or
retailing shop, where he calls for his dram; or in the oyster cellar, where he meets
his companions; or in the brothel, where he encounters the most degraded, and
often the most pitiable o f human beings; he finds no friendly voice to warn him o f
his danger, or take him by the hand, and lead him aside from these sinks of
pollution.44
Despite the general condition o f New Bedford’s boarding houses, the establishments
operated by and for people o f color “were found generally respectable” by reformers who
investigated the condition o f seven boarding houses “in all accommodating not over one

44 First Annual Report o f the Board o f Managers o f the New Bedford Port Society fo r the Moral
Improvement o f Seamen, Presented at the Annual Meeting, June 7, 1831 (New Bedford: Benjamin T.
Congdon, 1831), 9.
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hundred sailors.”45 Black boarding house owners and business owners provided both a
vital service and social stability for the community. Members o f the whaling
communities’ emerging black middle class, black business leaders were also helping to
lay the groundwork for reform. These leaders generated income to support abolitionist
efforts, and contributed to the rise o f a relatively stable population o f color that demanded
change when they were barred from attending lectures, riding the same modes of
transportation, and sending their children to the same schools as white members o f the
community. Had New Bedford’s or Nantucket’s community o f color been entirely
transient, the outlook for social change in both whaling ports might have been quite
different.
Safe and affordable boarding houses were a major concern for people o f color.
Interestingly, when a group o f black New Englanders traveled in 1840 to serve as
delegates for the American Anti-Slavery Society, they appeared in the pages o f the
Colored American, a weekly African American newspaper, not for their service at the
meeting, but rather to recommend William C. Powell and his boardinghouse in New
York City. “The accommodations are neat and clean, the table amply supplied with good
and wholesome food, and last, though not least, the charges are moderate,” wrote the
black travelers from Providence, New Bedford, and Nantucket. “Therefore, with
pleasure,” the delegation agreed, “we recommend his house to our colored brethren
traveling to this city, as worthy of their patronage and support.”46

45 See entries for June 11, 1830, and July 1, 1830, in Executive Board and Annual Meeting Minutes,
1830-1851, Port Society Records, LB82-8, Item #49, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library,
New Bedford, Massachusetts.
46 Colored American, May 23,1840. Published in New York City beginning on January 7, 1837 as the
Weekly Advocate, the first issue of the newly named Colored American appeared cm March 4, 1837. The
newspaper continued to publish through the month of December 1841.
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Seemingly an insignificant gesture, the black New England delegates to the
American Anti-Slavery Society convention were actually providing an important service
for the people o f color in their home communities, as well as for the readership o f the
Colored American. Mariners and travelers needed places to stay. Reputable
boardinghouses that catered to black clientele were difficult to find. As W. Jeffrey
Bolster has shown, the boardinghouse was both “the most dominant institution in
mariner’s lives” on shore and a potentially dangerous place that threatened to wipe out
hard-earned savings.47 The anti-slavery activities o f the delegates, some o f whom called
Nantucket and New Bedford home, dovetailed neatly with the practical social concerns of
minorities who made a living at sea and hoped to find refuge in reputable boardinghouses
on shore.
Operating a temporary home for whalemen, let alone for people o f color, would
have been a difficult proposition in the unsettled racial climate o f the nineteenth century.
Whaling agent, abolitionist reformer, and diarist Samuel Rodman Jr. o f New Bedford
made note o f one incident on October 16, 1830 when “Two houses in Dartmouth,
occupied with colored people o f poor character, were set fire to by a lawless mob and
were destroyed between 9 and 10 o ’clock.”48 Many o f the residents likely had nowhere to
turn for assistance. Rodman’s diary made note o f what he did next:
P.M. principally occupied in providing for the wants and removing o f a sick man
o f color who was turned out o f his miserable quarters by the riotous proceedings
o f the 16th, and has since, after a night or two in the open air, been the helpless
occupant o f a bed of straw in an adjacent bam. Had him washed and clothed, and
sent him to the poor house.49
47 W. Jeffrey Bolster, Blackjacks: African American Seamen in the Age o f Sail (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1997), 182-189.
48 Samuel Rodman, Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman: A New Bedford Chronicle o f Thirty-Seven
Years, 1821-1859. Edited by Zephaniah W. Pease (New Bedford, Mass.: Reynolds Printing Co., 1927), 75.
49 Rodman, Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 75-76.
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In the 1836 edition of The New Bedford Directory, several o f the surnames listed in the
1830 canvass o f colored boarding houses appear, including James C. Carter, the
proprietor o f a “colored, boarding house,” and Joseph Lewis.50 Although they weathered
the “riotous proceedings” in October 1830, and undoubtedly many other challenges to
stay open, for some people o f color achieving longer-term security meant diversifying
one’s financial interests.
Taking advantage o f the financial opportunity whaling afforded to people o f color
meant accepting a degree o f sacrifice. The experience o f Absalom Boston in Nantucket
offers a glimpse o f what life was like for a family o f color that made difficult choices
while relying on whaling for its survival. Boston used his involvement in whaling to
assume a role as a business leader and reformer in Nantucket. His early career, however,

was no different from that of a host o f others who chose to go to sea. Boston joined the
maiden voyage of the Thomas in 1809. The last man to affix his signature to the shipping
paper for the whaleship, Boston agreed to sign on as a seaman with a 1/80 lay o f the
profits.51 Under the command o f captain Davis Whippy and charged to “Round Cape

50 Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford: J.C. Parmenter, Printer, 1836), 43,66.
51 Shipping Paper, Thomas, Nantucket, 1809, Collection 381 - Barbara Johnson / Friends o f the NHA
Collection, 1766-1891, Map Room, Oversize MS Flat Files, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. See also the wharf book for the Thomas, 1809-1811, Collection 335 Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 1013, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
The shipping papers that whalemen signed like the one for the 1809 voyage o f the Thomas can also
yield important personal details about the men in question. Unlike some o f the crew, Boston signed his
name to the document rather than making his mark. Had he been illiterate, the agent for the ship’s owners
would have written in the name o f the man signing up for the voyage and asked him to write an “X” in the
space between the first and last name on the shipping paper. Even though he was the son of a former slave,
Boston was literate by his mid-twenties. He was also just an ordinary seaman at this time, a sailor, making
the minimum percentage of the voyage’s profits allocated to the captain and crew.
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Home [sic] or Else Where,” the Thomas would not return to Nantucket until almost three
years later in 1811 with its hold full o f whale oil.52
Long separations from family and home had consequences. Communication with
Nantucket and New Bedford during these extended whaling voyages was complicated at
best, and often the only interaction a whaleman had with home was through the “gams”
or social encounters between whaleships that came across one another while on the
whaling grounds. Ships’ logs, captain’s journals, and diaries make frequent reference not
only to “ships spoken” or hailed at a distance, but also to gams which entailed much
closer interaction between whaling crews.53 Socializing with fellow whalemen was a
welcome respite from the monotony o f shipboard life; crews were able to exchange
letters, newspapers, and bits o f news from home. Such news was almost always weeks, if
not months or even years, out o f date. Whether he found out in this fashion, or only upon
his return to Nantucket, Boston was returning to a family in mourning. Boston having
shipped aboard the Thomas in October 1809, his father had died the following month.54

52 Shipping Paper, Thomas, Nantucket, 1809, Collection 381 - Barbara Johnson / Friends o f the NHA
Collection, 1766-1891, Map Room, Oversize MS Flat Files, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts, and wharf book for the Thomas, Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole
Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 1013, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.
53 Ship captains referred to encounters with other vessels as “speaking” with the other ship when they
came within hailing distance, hence the term “spoke” in the context o f the records. The news gained from
the encounter was then passed along once the ships returned to port.
Even though the log keeper o f the whaleship Nantucket noted after sighting a ship on May 20, 1857
that “the old man is not much for gamming if he can avoid it,” Richard C. Gibbs Jr. recorded at least
sixteen gams in the ship’s log that took place between January 1857 and April 1859, in “Log o f the Ship
Nantucket,” Collection 220 - Ships' Logs Collection, Log 339 Reel 166, Nantucket Historical Association
Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts; the log keeper o f the whaleship Planter, sailing out of
Nantucket from 1852 to 1856 went a step further in taking issue with his captain’s practice o f interacting
with fellow captains, but not allowing for a gam to take place, “Went aboard the Alabama after the Captain
but had no time to gam. Bad luck to such skippers as that gam themselves but not let the boys have a gam,”
see entry for March 12,1856 in “Ix>g o f the Planter,” Collection 220 - Ships’ Logs Collection, Log 370,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
54 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 210-211; Vital Records o f Nantucket,
Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume V-Deaths, 67.
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Still, it is clear that Boston earned a sizeable return from his time aboard the Lydia
in 1808 and 1809, and the Thomas from 1809 to 1811 because o f his actions after these
voyages. Back in Nantucket in 1811 with nearly three years’ pay in his pocket, a wife and
son to care for, and coping with the death o f his father, Boston set about establishing his
presence in Nantucket. Over the course o f the year 1812, he obtained land through the
settlement of his father Seneca’s estate. Starting with lands in New Town that made up
Nantucket’s New Guinea community, Boston began purchasing more land from his
brothers Reuben and Thomas Boston to consolidate his landholdings.55 Business
interests, however, were not the sole focus o f Boston’s time on shore.
He apparently lost his first wife Mary Spywood in 1812 or 1813. Boston then
married the second time on January 9, 1814 to Phebe Spriggins in the South
Congregational Church.56 The 1830 census places Boston’s son Charles in the same
household with the children bom during his marriage to Phebe Spriggins.57 Census
records also reveal another important fact about Boston’s life at this time— he probably
remained on land for at least three more years after his marriage in 1814, his son Henry
being bom in 1815 and his daughter Caroline in 1818.58
An interesting notation in the crew list for the whaleship Richmond o f New
Bedford suggests that Boston remained at home even longer. On the crew list for the
1817-1818 voyage to the Brazil Banks is a notation for “Absalon [s/c] Boston,” a thirtythree year old Nantucketer with “sable” skin and “black” hair. Although the reason why

55 For records of the land transactions, see Deedbook 22, p. 69, 71, 168; “Kaldenbach Database,” Blue
Files, pg 7, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
56 For Absalom Boston’s marriage to Phebe Spriggins, see Vital Records o f Nantucket, Massachusetts
to the Year 1850, Volume LH-Marriages (A-G), 109.
57 1830 United States Federal Census Records.
58 1830 United States Federal Census Records.

is impossible to determine, Boston was listed on the document as “did not ship,” with
another man, likely African American from what the record states, “entered in lieu of
Absalon [s/c] Boston.”59 Whether his business affairs or family matters had kept him in
Nantucket rather than aboard a New Bedford whaleship, Absalom Boston missed out on a
fairly profitable whaling voyage. When the Richmond returned in February 1818 after
seven months at sea, the crew offloaded 1,700 barrels o f whale oil to sell at auction.60
Boston had been away from the sea since his return to Nantucket in 1811. By
1820, his career as a mariner and landholder had enabled him to save enough money to
obtain a license to establish a public inn.61 By this time Boston had gained notice in both
Nantucket’s white and black communities. When “seven Rods of Land in share No 4
West Monomy division situated in Newtown” went up for public auction late in 1822, the
auctioneer noted that the plot o f land was “near Absalom Boston’s house.” 62 The store
that Boston owned and operated on “Upper York Street” was remembered well after his
death. As time went by, it appears, Boston and possibly other New Guinea merchants
were becoming quite active in selling their goods not just within the segregated
community o f color in Nantucket, but to Nantucket residents in other areas o f town as
well.63 Despite his growing financial interests in Nantucket, or perhaps because o f them,

59 “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Richmond,” 1817-1818, in Whaling Collection Archives, New
Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, accessed January 6,2015, http://www.newbedfordma.gov/librarv/special-collections/whaling-archives/.
60 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 220-221 ;see also, “Crewlist for the voyage aboard
the Richmond," 1817-1818, in Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives
Department, accessed January 6, 2015, http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/librarv/specialcollections/whaling-archives/.
61 Philbrick, Away OffShore, 181. See also “Kaldenbach Database,” Blue Files, pg 8, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
62 “Public Auction,” Nantucket Inquirer, January 7, 1823.
63 “Store at Auction. On Tuesday, April 15th, 1873, at 10 o’clock, on the premises, the store on Upper
York Street, formerly owned and occupied by the late Absalom Boston, with all the stone and brick. The
building to be removed from the premises before the 1st o f January, 1874,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror,
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Boston was making plans in the early 1820s to ship out once again. This time, however, it
would be as his own master.64
Captain Absalom F. Boston and crew set sail aboard the schooner Industry on
Sunday, May 12, 1822 just months before slave catchers threatened to destroy
Nantucket’s black community during the Cooper incident. One o f the few African
American Nantucketers to captain a whaleship, Boston also seems to have helped finance
and organize the voyage.65 Already noteworthy because o f Boston’s rank aboard the
Industry, the whaling voyage gained even more attention because o f the background o f
the whalemen picked to crew the schooner. Under the heading “Marine Journal, Port of
Nantucket,” the Nantucket Inquirer recorded, “Sailed, sch. Industry, Boston, Bay of

April 12, 1873. In 1913, Roland B. Hussey recalled how “On York street where Arthur Williams’ house
stands, was the store of Absalom Boston,” in “Shops I Knew: A Rambling Reminiscence o f About-Town
Bazaars o f Fifty Years Ago, Compiled by Roland B. Hussey,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, March 1,
1913. See also “Before the Fire,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, April 13,1889. Boston also appears to
have marketed the goods from his store about the main part o f Nantucket town as well judging from
reminiscences in various island newspapers. “‘Sweet Caroliny potatoes! ’ was the welcome cry to the boys
that ‘Uncle’ Absalom Boston used to shout from his cart, as he drove through the town and vended his
esculent [edible/or choice] vegetables, while the children flocked after him to beg for specked ones,” in
“Locals,” The Island Review (Nantucket, Mass.), September 9,1874. See also Boston’s activities as a
merchant recalled by Judith Coffin Gardner Tewksbury in a 1914 edition of the Nantucket Inquirer and
Mirror - “Down through Lily street, came Absalom Boston, from Guinea, with a cart-load o f apples to sell,
which some vessel had landed at a wharf. Benajah, his son, was his assistant.” The same article references
another seller, “‘Daddy Jones,’ from Guinea” who “also came along here, with his wheel-barrow of lemon
ice cream and turkeys in their season,” in “Old North Shore as I Recall It,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror,
June 27,1914.
64 Boston does appear on the crew list of the whaleship Independence that sailed from Nantucket for
the Pacific Ocean on a voyage that lasted from 1820 to 1823. However, since Boston is known to have
sailed aboard a different vessel in 1822, a few possibilities exist. Perhaps, as he did back in 1817, Boston
simply “did not ship” aboard the Independence. Boston could also have been serving as a witness for
another whaleman who did serve aboard the Independence. “Wharf book with crew listed, April 9, 1823,”
Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 994, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. See also, Starbuck, History o f the American
Whale Fishery, 232-233.
65 Historian Nathaniel Philbrick makes mention o f a collection entitled “The Arrivals o f the Brazil
Whalemen in the year 1788,” found in the “Misc. Papers, Letters, etc.” file of the Nantucket Atheneum.
Reference is made at the bottom o f this source to a voyage with no captain, only “The Guine[a] Men.” The
possibility exists, as Philbrick suggests, that 1788 marked the voyage o f the first all-black whaling crew
from Nantucket. Yet with no way to verify the identity o f the captain who sailed with “The Guine[a] Men,”
Absalom F. Boston’s voyage remains the best documented, and most likely occurrence o f the first all-black
whaling voyage with a black captain on Nantucket. Philbrick, Away Off Shore, 181 and 254.
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Mexico, Crew all Blacks.”66 Although the sailing o f a whaleship was always o f note on
Nantucket, the racial composition o f Industry's crew and captaincy by its black master
garnered special attention in the press.
Boston’s experience as a whaleman and captain was part o f a wider trend in
Nantucket and New Bedford’s communities o f color. The Industry was not the only
whaleship crewed by black whalemen to set sail in 1822. The brig Traveller sailing from
Westport, Massachusetts, just a short distance away from New Bedford, shared the same
distinction as the Industry in that her crew was composed entirely o f people o f color. A
vessel arriving at the port o f Boston had “spoken” the Traveller on April 7, “34 hours out,
on a whaling voyage, all hands black men.”67 Captained by Alvan Phelps, it appears that
well into the voyage the whaleship had seen only modest returns with only 30 barrels o f
oil below decks.68 The T ra v e lle r returned to port later in the season with 70 barrels of
sperm whale oil.69

66 “Marine Journal, Port o f Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 16, 1822. In notices posted in the
Nantucket Inquirer in May and June, “All persons having demands against the schooner Industry, Absalom
Boston master, are requested to leave them with either o f the subscribers. Daniel Jones, Francis G. Macy,”
in “Notice,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 23, 1822, May 30, 1822, June 4, 1822, and June 11,1822.
Newspaper notices indicated that a letter had been waiting in Nantucket’s post office for Absalom Boston
as o f September 30, 1822. Having sailed in May, Boston had missed the letter by a few months. The notice
runs for several issues o f the newspaper. See Nantucket Inquirer, October 1,1822.
67 “Port o f Boston,” Boston Repertory, April 11,1822.
68 The Radius sailing from Liverpool spoke the Traveller off the Azores —often referred to as the
Western Islands - noting “Traveller N. Bedford, 30 bbls,” in Nantucket Inquirer, September 17,1822. With
Westport so close to New Bedford, and coming under the authority o f the New Bedford Customs District, it
is possible that the captain and crew o f the Traveller simply identified the better known port as their
homeport.
69 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 244-245. See also, Judith N. Lund, Elizabeth A.
Josephson, Randall R. Reeves and Tim D. Smith, “American Offshore Whaling Voyages: A Database,”
Accessed January 11, 2015, World Wide Web electronic publication.
http://nmdl.org/aowv/whMaster.cfrn?Name:=Phelps.%20Alvan.
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Phelps was the son-in-law o f one o f the early republic’s most important African
American leaders, Paul Cuffe.70 A Quaker merchant seaman of mixed West African and
Wampanoag descent, Cuffe became a driving force in antislavery activity in the form of
colonizationism. Many early American abolitionists, black and white, embraced ending
slavery and colonizing former slaves in Africa. Believing the attainment o f black equality
to be out o f reach in America, Cuffe financed, and led, a voyage to the British West
African colony o f Sierra Leone, arriving with thirty-eight African Americans in early
1816.71 For Cuffe and other colonizationists, change meant the gradual abolition of
slavery, black self-reliance, and a “return” to Africa. For others, only the immediate end
to slavery and realization o f social equality in America would suffice.
Whaling voyages like those o f the Industry and Traveller, alongside the roles
played by businessmen and activists like Cuffe, expressed the growing desire for change
within the wider New England African American community. What the black foremast
hands - the low-ranking whalemen - sailing aboard the Traveller discussed in the quieter
moments aboard ship cannot be known. No matter where they stood on the key issues o f
freedom and equality, however, as active participants in the whaling industry and
maritime trade they were helping to shape not only how people o f color viewed
themselves and their communities, but also the possibilities African Americans
envisioned for a future as equal citizens o f the American republic.

70 For more on Alvan Phelps, see Martha S. Putney, Black Sailors: Afro-American Merchant Seamen
and Whalemen Prior to the Civil War (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1987), 71.
71 Captain Paul Cuffe made two voyages to Sierra Leone before his death in 1817, including one in
1811 to assess the colony, and his final visit during the 1815-1816 voyage. For further discussion o f Paul
Cuffe, see Lamont D. Thomas, Rise to be a People: A Biography o f Paul Cuffe (Urbana: University o f
Illinois Press, 1986); W. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks: African American Seamen in the Age o f Sail
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 2,36, 39, 160,164,171-173, 176; Grover, The
Fugitive’s Gibraltar, 5,46, 72-77, 87-88,90,93,172,176.
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Although little more can be discerned about the experiences o f the black
whalemen aboard the Traveller, a ballad composed aboard the Industry relates the basic
facts o f that particular voyage. This unique cultural document serves almost as a ship’s
log, in spite o f its form as a sailor’s song or a sea chantey. Beset by problems from the
beginning, the crew o f fourteen had to wait for the tide to turn in order to get over the
sand bar that crossed the mouth o f the harbor, having “unfortunately got a ground” the
day they attempted to sail out o f Nantucket harbor. During the subsequent day, the
whalemen were joined by their “wives and girls on board” until the flood tide came in
and “We sent our friends on shore.” Boston intended to head for “the Western Islands in
hopes to get some oil.” 72
Reports from other ships that encountered the Industry at sea indicate that as late
as July, Boston and his crew had been unable to stow away any whale oil.73 When a
fellow whaleship “spoke” the Industry ofFTerceira Island in the Azores late in August,
the schooner had done somewhat better, but still had only thirty barrels o f whale oil
aboard.74 After a six-month whaling voyage, the Industry returned to Nantucket harbor
with seventy barrels o f oil.75 With little luck finding whales, and having faced numerous
storms over the course o f the voyage, Boston and his crew likely had no choice but to
return home.76 It was not uncommon for whaleships to do this poorly from time to time.

72 “Schooner Industry’s Expedition on a Whaling Cruise: A song composed aboard her [1822],”
Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 994, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
73 “Marine Journal, Port o f Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, August 20, 1822.
74 “Marine Journal, Port o f Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 5, 1822.
75 “Saturday, Ar[rived]...Schr. Industry, Boston, (Capt. And crew blacks) western Islands, with 70
bbls. [barrels] sperm oil,” in “Marine Journal, Port o f Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 19,1822.
See also, Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 242-243.
76 “Schooner Industry’s Expedition on a Whaling Cruise: A song composed aboard her [1822],”
Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 994, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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Based on other reports from the fleet, other whaling crews at sea at the same time as the
Industry were encountering the same bad luck.77
The Industry ended up on the auction block in order to cover expenses.78
Notwithstanding the disappointing outcome, as was to become apparent throughout the
rest o f the 1800s the symbolism of an all-black crew captained by a black master added to
the pride o f the New Guinea community and its standing in the wider Nantucket
community. Wishing “health to Capt. Boston / His officers and crew,” one black sailor
pledged that “if he gets another craft / To sea with him I’ll go.”79 Even though he would
never again lead a whaling crew at sea, Boston’s prestige in Nantucket’s New Guinea
community allowed him to become a local community leader and a central player in a
number o f key reforms.
As a retired captain, Boston was held in high regard in whaling-centered
Nantucket. Captains, with the exception o f whaling merchants, were often the wealthiest
members of the community. Particularly successftil captains were often regarded as
heroes.80 Captains frequently commissioned portraits o f themselves to celebrate their
rank and station in society. Boston’s captain’s portrait painted sometime in the mid-1830s
or 1840s is unusual in its depiction of an African American whaling captain. Though of
lesser artistic quality and smaller than other captain’s portraits in the Nantucket Historical

77 When the Radius out o f Liverpool encountered the whaling fleet off the Azores, the Industry and
Traveller were not the only whaling vessels having trouble filling their holds - “Off W. Islands, brigs
Amstel, o f Tiverton, no oil; Traveller N. Bedford, 30 bbls.; - Nautilus do. 10; sch. Industry, Boston, 30;
sloop Dispatch, o f Nantucket, none,” in Nantucket Inquirer, September 17,1822.
78 “Auction,” Nantucket Inquirer, December 24,1822.
79 “Schooner Industry’s Expedition on a Whaling Cruise: A song composed aboard her [1822],”
Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 994, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
80 See obituary o f Captain Obed Starbuck, Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, July 1, 1882.
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Association’s collections, the Boston portrait is an invaluable material document that ties
Boston to his trade and status as a leader in Nantucket. Boston appears self-assured with
the earrings he wears the only break from traditional portraits o f whaling captains.81
Bom in Nantucket sometime around 1800, Captain Edward J. Pompey would
follow a path similar to Boston’s.82 Both earned the title o f captain and were eventually
store owners and merchants in New Guinea.83 Pompey served as captain o f the whaleship
Rising States o f New Bedford on an Atlantic voyage that began in early November 1836.
Arriving back in port on June 29,1837, after seven months and twenty-three days at sea,
Pompey brought back seventy-eight barrels o f sperm whale oil, and nine barrels of
“Black fish oil” for the ship’s African American owner Richard Johnson.84 Ordinarily,
ownership o f whaleships was the exclusive domain o f the white elite in New Bedford and
Nantucket. In Johnson’s case, he had accumulated more than enough wealth as a trader

81 “Portrait o f Captain Absalom F. Boston,” Oil on Board, Prior-Hamblin School, circa 1835-45,
Accession Number: 1906.0056.001, Nantucket Historical Association, Nantucket, Massachusetts. The
earrings in the Boston portrait are a departure from the typical unadorned Quaker whaling captains that
make up the majority o f the captain’s portraits that hang either in the Nantucket Whaling Museum, or in the
Gosnold Research and Support Facility owned by the NHA. The only break from this pattern that I have
seen on a white whaling captain came in the form o f Maori tattooing just above the nose o f one captain in
one portrait. Maori tattooing is the style o f Polynesian/aboriginal tattooing particular to New Zealand, but
has also come to describe a variety o f traditional tattooing from the South Seas islands in the Pacific Ocean.
For a full discussion o f Maori tattooing see D. R. Simmons, Ta Moko: The Art o f Maori Tattoo rev. ed.
(Auckland: Reed Books, 1997) or D. Johansson, Wearing Ink: The Art o f Tattoo in New Zealand
(Auckland: David Bateman, 1994).
82 While the 1830 Census gives an age o f 28, thereby placing the birth of Edward J. Pompey in 1802,
Vital Records o f Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume V-Deaths, 494 places his age in 1848
at 48 with a corresponding birth year o f 1800. Absalom Boston was forty-four in 1830,1830 Census.
83 For references to Pompey’s commercial activities and title as captain, see Vital Records of
Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume V-Deaths, 494, Captain E.J. Pompey’s gravestone in
the Colored Cemetery, Nantucket, and E.J. Pompey’s will and estate inventory, Probate Records 17,354
and 358-361, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket, Massachusetts. Pompey like many other Nantucket
residents also posted items for sale in the island’s primary newspaper; “For Sale. - A Bay Poney [s/c],
Spring Cart and Harness. Enquire o f Edward J. Pompey,” Nantucket Inquirer, August 24,1848.
84 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 324-325; See also Dennis Wood, “Abstracts of
Whaling Voyages from the United States, 1831-1873,” Vol. 1, 1831-1847, Part 2, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, 438. See also Judith Navas Lund, Whaling
Masters and Whaling Voyages Sailingfrom American Ports: A Compilation o f Sources (Sharon, Mass.:
Kendall Whaling Museum, 2001), 257.
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and merchant to own the Rising States outright, and to own partial shares o f other
whaleships.85
Unlike most whaleships, the Rising States was a black-owned vessel with an
entirely black crew. Whether Pompey decided for his own reasons to return to his life in
Nantucket after the voyage, or whether his hand was somehow forced, owner Johnson
next turned to William Cuffe, the son o f the famed Captain Paul Cuffe, to take the Rising
States back out to sea.86 Like Boston, Captain Pompey would soon turn to matters of
social consequence that affected his life as an African American. As a businessman,
abolitionist, and civic leader, Pompey joined Boston and others in helping to shape the
debate over both slavery and securing equality, using their success to enrich their separate
community o f color.
Building on his career as a whaleman and captain, Boston continued to purchase
land around New Guinea throughout the remainder o f the 1820s. Among other holdings,
Boston also owned and operated a boarding house. Peter Williams, one of the members
o f the Williams family who did not live on Nantucket for any extended period o f time,
owed Boston a balance o f $20.50 as o f June 10, 1825, after $21.50 in “cash + labour” had
already been exchanged between the two parties. The receipt included entries for twelve
weeks of board, clothes, and “cash lent” to Williams during his stay.87 Absalom Boston

85 Kathryn Grover has established that Richard Johnson’s estate was valued at $13,800 in 1837, rising
to an appraised value o f $31,637 by the time o f his death in 1853 - substantially more than what Absalom
Boston or Edward Pompey were able to accumulate in their respective lifetimes. See Grover, The
Fugitive's Gibraltar, 135. See also Martha S. Putney, "Richard Johnson: An Early Effort in Black
Enterprise," Negro History Bulletin 45 (April-June 1982), 46-47.
86 The 1837 voyage resulted in 143 barrels o f sperm whale oil, but at the cost o f the Rising States being
“Condemned at Cape de Verdes Dec., 1837.” Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 334-335;
See also Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar, 5.
87 Peter Williams Receipt to A.F. Boston, Collection 197 - Williams Family Papers, 1775-1923,
Envelope, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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not only provided a vital service to Nantucket’s whaling economy by lodging its sailors;
he also tapped into one o f the lucrative support industries o f the economy.
Opportunities to conduct business in a diverse community were many and varied.
A handwritten contract drawn up in May o f 1826 reveals something o f the complex
business dynamics that could take shape between whites and blacks in Nantucket, and the
business dealings that enabled Absalom Boston to amass one o f the largest fortunes in the
New Guinea community. The agreement between Boston and twenty-three white
subscribers stated that Boston was to be paid one dollar “for each o f our cow s.. .that the
said Absalom Boston shall each and every day from this time until the first day o f
October next drive or cause to be driven each and every o f said cows from the fields in as
far as the new South Wharf.”88 Though seemingly a menial task, whether Boston did the
work himself, or employed someone else to drive the cows, to be charged with the care of
twenty-five cows required some sense o f trust on the part o f the owners. The transaction
made good business sense for Boston. In addition to securing another outside source of
income, Boston was working to cultivate relationships with the white community that
enabled him to reach beyond the borders that defined New Guinea.
Another contract provides further insight into the business world o f Nantucket
and Absalom Boston. Joseph Peterson affixed his mark to a document in 1826
guaranteeing Boston a portion o f the profits from his coming voyage in exchange for the
loan o f forty-five dollars. Peterson had promised “the fourth o f my Voyage, Share, or lay
that I shall obtain as a hand on board the Ship Independence” as part o f the

88 Document describing wages and duties as driver o f cows, Nantucket May 1826, Collection 335 Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 59, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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arrangement.89 Signing over lays as a means o f exchange became so prevalent and
carefully regulated during this period that the contracts were actually printed forms with
blanks to be filled in with required information. With names, dollar amounts, and other
pertinent information handwritten in, the document stipulated that if Peterson could not
get a berth aboard the Independence, he agreed to “perform a whaling Voyage” on “such
other vessel as the said AF Boston shall procure for me.” 90
Whalemen often needed some money prior to sailing in order to support their
families while at sea.91 Whatever his reasons, Joseph Peterson found himself signing
away unknown profits from a voyage that had yet to take place in order to receive cash
from Boston. If the whaling agent had been unwilling to offer an advance on Peterson’s
potential earnings, Boston was offering financial help to a fellow whaleman who likely
had nowhere else to turn.92 O f course, in exchange for his investment, Boston
undoubtedly hoped to turn a profit after Peterson received his pay. Boston’s business

89 Indenture with Absalom Boston, October 11, 1826, Collection 334 - Coffin Family Papers: Charles
G. Coffin and Henry Coffin Business Papers/Carlisle Collection, 1768-1890, Folder 119, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
90 Indenture with Absalom Boston, 1826, Collection 334 - Coffin Family Papers: Charles G. Coffin
and Henry Coffin Business Papers/Carlisle Collection, 1768-1890, Folder 119, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
91 For further discussion o f the role pay advances played in the whaling economy, see Davis, In Pursuit
o f Leviathan, 173.
92 Beyond the fact that Peterson was illiterate —he signed only his mark to the contract with Boston little more about the itinerant whaleman can be determined with certainty. Since Peterson foils to appear in
in any part of the United States federal census for Nantucket during the mid-1800s, including the section
under “free colored persons,” and appears not to have filled out a seaman’s protection certificate, it is
impossible to say what personal connection, if any, Absalom Boston had with the man.
One intriguing possibility is a Joseph Peterson, between the ages o f 36 and 55, and listed as a “free
colored person,” found living with a woman o f the same age (possibly his wife or other female relation), in
Boston, Massachusetts’s Ward 6 in 1840. Based on the age range, the man in Boston would have been
between 22 and 41 years old when the Independence set sail in 1826. In addition to his proximity to
Nantucket, this Joseph Peterson is the only man recorded in the region who would fit the likely age o f a
man who served on a whaling voyage fourteen years earlier. See 1840 United States Federal Census.
Regarding Boston’s Ward 6, historical accounts note that this was the part o f the city “in which a large
portion o f the colored population have resided for many years.” Jesse Chickering, A Statistical View o f the
Population o f Massachusetts, from 1765 to 1840 (Boston: Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1846), 135.
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activities and investments helped him nurture a growing family. With the death o f his
second wife Phebe two months earlier in August o f 1826, and his published intention to
marry Hannah Cook in August 25,1827, Boston was already rearing children from two
marriages.93
In 1828, a notice appeared in the Nantucket Inquirer that “the subscriber has
opened a Shipping Office, at his store.” Interested parties including “Masters and Owners
of ships, who may be in want o f seamen, for voyages in the Whaling or Merchant
service” were “respectfully requested to give him a call.” The agent for Nantucket’s
newest shipping office was none other than Absalom F. Boston.94 Opening a “shipping
office” at his store allowed Boston to stay deeply involved in the whaling industry.
Serving in the capacity o f a recruiter and agent performing a task vital to the success of
Nantucket’s dominant financial venture enhanced Boston’s public profile on the island.
Undoubtedly this activity helped to further establish his position as a leader o f the black
community, and later to facilitate his roles as an abolitionist, reformer, and recruiter for
the causes he pursued until his death in the 1850s.
Boston used his role as a whaling recruiter to advance the black community as a
whole. He witnessed the signing (by making a mark) o f a number o f whalemen for
service on Nantucket whaleships.95 An extensive study o f New Bedford whaling voyages

93 For the death o f Phebe Spriggins Boston, see Vital Records o f Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year
1850, Volume V-Deaths, 67. For intent to marry Hannah Cook, see Vital Records o f Nantucket,
Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume IH-Marriages (A-G), 109.
94 “Shipping Office,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 17, 1828. See also, “Shipping Office,” Nantucket
Inquirer, May 24, 1828.
95 In 1829 he served in this capacity for several men who signed or made their mark on the shipping
paper for the Enterprise. In total, seven whalemen signed on with Absalom Boston as their witness, with
six signing the shipping paper on June 30,1829, and one more signing the document on July 6,1829. See
Shipping Paper for the Enterprise, 1829, Collection 115 - Ships’ Papers Collection, Folder 56, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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from 1840 to 1858 shows that almost one quarter of whaling crewmen were illiterate.
Nearly six in ten were inexperienced, having never before gone to sea.96 Lacking basic
education and the experience that could prevent being taken advantage o f by a whaling
agent, Boston’s role as a witness comes into clearer focus. Boston and others did more
than serve simply verify the mark o f an illiterate whaleman signing a shipping paper in
order to legitimize the document. Witnesses also likely played a trusted role for ordinary
seamen. It is possible that Boston and others like him who signed crew lists and
whalemen’s shipping papers functioned as advocates to ensure the fair negotiation o f the
whaleman’s lay so as to protect the earnings o f members o f the community. Boston’s
standing in both Nantucket’s white and black communities also meant that he could have
been serving the interests o f the ship owners too, ensuring that he was vouching for
seamen who could be trusted to hold to the terms of their contracts.97
At the time o f his death in 1855, Boston owned a “House + Settlement on York
Street,” a store, land on the south side o f York Street with a house and bam, and the
“John Banks house,” also on the south side o f York Street. Additionally, he possessed
“one mowing lot about 164 rods,” and a multitude o f household and store items. His

When the Charles and Henry sailed in 1836 Boston again served as a witness for a whaleman. See
Whalemen's Shipping Paper, Charles and Henry, 1836-1840, Collection 334 - Coffin Family Papers:
Charles G. Coffin and Henry Coffin Business Papers/Carlisle Collection, 1768-1890, Folder 61, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
96 Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 190-191.
97 At least one other black Nantucket resident, Samuel Harris, served in the same capacity as Absalom
Boston. Harris appears as a “Witness to Signing” for four seamen - Joseph Jackson, Joseph Smith, Jesse
Hansey, and Alexander Moore - all “making their mark” on the shipping paper for the whaleship
Enterprise in 1826. See Shipping Paper for the Enterprise, 1826, Collection 115 - Ships’ Papers Collection,
Folder 56, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
A few years later, Harris also served as a witness for one whaleman on June 30,1829, at the same time
that Absalom Boston witnessed six whalemen sign on for the same voyage. See Shipping Paper for the
Enterprise, 1829, Collection 115 - Ships’ Papers Collection, Folder 56, Nantucket Historical Association
Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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entire estate was valued at $1351.50 before his debts were settled.98 Accumulated during
a lifetime o f shrewd business transactions, Boston’s relative wealth created opportunities
for his family, and facilitated his involvement in the fight to achieve greater equality for
Nantucket’s people o f color.
As the 1800s continued, efforts at community building throughout Nantucket’s
New Guinea community had accelerated, in part because o f Boston’s activism. On
January 3, 1825, a notice noticed appeared in the Nantucket Inquirer regarding the
“African Church.” Referring to it as an “edifice at New-town, for the purpose of
accommodating the coloured population,” the paper announced that the building “will be
consecrated as a house o f worship, tomorrow afternoon at 2 o ’clock.” Ceremonies were
to include a “sermon by their preacher, Mr. Lake,” with a contribution to be “taken up
after service, to be appropriated towards defraying the expenses o f completing the
house.”99 New Guinea finally had a house o f worship, one that many black families
joined, including those headed by the early trustees o f the church, Michael DeLuce,
Charles Godfrey, Peter Boston, and Absalom Boston.100
Not long afterward, New Guinea saw the establishment o f a second black church.
This time residents formed what they called the “Colored M. E. Zion’s Church,” part of
the newly created African Methodist Episcopal Zion denomination. Various nineteenthcentury maps o f Nantucket shed some light on this area o f the island where people of

98 Probate Records 19, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket, Massachusetts. A “mowing lot” would
essentially have been used as a property to generate income. The grass grown on the lot would have been
cut and sold to islanders who owned animals - horses primarily - for hay.
99 “African Church,” Nantucket Inquirer, January 3, 1825.
100 “African Baptist Church,” Nantucket Inquirer, March 20,1831. For more discussion o f the early
history o f the African Baptist Society and African Baptist Church, see Karttunen, The Other Islanders, 7576.
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color lived, worked, and worshipped. In the vicinity o f the “Five Comers” that marked
the heart o f the New Guinea community, both the African Baptist Church on York Street
and the A.M.E. Zion Church off o f Cooper Street appear on a detailed 1858 map o f the
island just a short distance away from one another.101 Like Nantucket’s African Baptist
Church, a number o f prominent New Guinea residents were involved in the A.M.E. Zion
Church in the 1830s and 1840s. Their numbers included the fugitive slave Arthur
Cooper.102 On an island as relatively small as Nantucket, it is remarkable that two black
Christian churches emerged during the whaling era. Likely the presence o f so many
people o f color who permanently resided in New Guinea, together with any itinerant
black whalemen looking for a place of worship, made it possible financially for two black
churches to exist in Nantucket. Able to support two black churches, doctrinal differences
undoubtedly led to there being two different black Christian denominations for people o f
color to choose from on the island.

101 “Map of the Counties o f Barnstable, Dukes and Nantucket, Mass. / E F . Walling,” 1858, Collection
1000 Map Collection 1626 - Present, Drawer 5, Folder 1 no. 4, Map Room - Rolled storage no. 30,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
102 Karttunen notes that in 1832 “Bristol Wright, Arthur Cooper, and John Cooper received a piece o f
land from James Ross for the purpose o f ‘building an African Methodist Episcopal Church,’” in Karttunen,
The Other Islanders, 76. On March 4,1835, the same three individuals were “incorporated as a religious
society, by the name of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Nantucket.” See “1835, Chapter 18, An
Act to Incorporate the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Nantucket,” Massachusetts (Boston:
Secretary of the Commonwealth, 1835), State Library o f Massachusetts, Boston, Massachusetts.
Massachusetts. (Boston: Secretary o f the Commonwealth, 1835)A notice in 1846 “to liquidate a small
debt on our house o f worship, and to repair and enlarge the same” identifies Rev. Thomas Henson as the
minister o f the AME Zion’s Church in Nantucket, along with Arthur Cooper, Senior, Charles Williams,
Cyrus Mulford, Joseph Lewis, John Vinson, and Randolph Cooper as the “Trustees o f Col. M. E. Z.
Church, Nantucket,” in “Worthy o f Notice,” The Warder [Nantucket], April 15,1846. Remarking on the
establishment of African American religious institutions on the island, one person later wrote that “Our
colored brethren, Peter and Absalom Boston, Jacob Jones and Sam Harris had their meeting house on York
street. The little ‘Zion’ on the hill, where good old Arthur Cooper, a saint in word and deed, as I so well
know, ministered, was not then erected,” in Nantucket Journal, February 18,1886.
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New Bedford also saw the opening o f five houses o f worship dedicated to the
community’s people o f color between 1826 and 1858.103 According to one account by
Charles Cook o f New Bedford, the first black church raised in the community was a
direct response to the social conditions that people o f color experienced in New Bedford
and beyond. When Cook and three other black New Bedford residents met in 1826 “to
confer on the best manner of improving the condition o f our coloured brethren in this
town and vicinity,” the group determined “that it was expedient to erect a house wherein
this injured race might worship God according to the dictates o f their own consciences.”
The founders o f New Bedford’s African Christian Church appointed a committee to
“solicit subscriptions among ourselves,” ultimately raising $200.104
Having purchased land on which to build the church “in the west part o f town” for
the sum o f $140, the work then proceeded to raise funds for the construction o f the house
o f worship. The African Christian Church’s founders sought aid from “the benevolent
public,” raising $500, for which Cook noted the founders felt “grateful to God the giver
o f every good gift, who thus actuated our fellow-citizens to aid us in our undertaking.”
The construction of the church cost a total o f $1200; Cook and the other trustees were
somehow able to make up the difference between that amount and the $500 in donations.
Placing fifty-two pews in a sanctuary measuring 33 by 40 feet, New Bedford had raised

103 Earl F. Mulderink III states that “Prior to the Civil War, African Americans established five all
black congregations in total: the African Christian Church (1826); the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal
Church (1842); the Second Baptist Church (1844); the Zion Methodist Episcopal Church Zion Church
(1850); and the Salem Baptist Church (1858),” in Earl F. Mulderink III, New Bedford's Civil War (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2012), 41. Kathryn Grover has published the most extensive study o f
houses o f worship in New Bedford, including African American churches; see Grover, The Fugitive’s
Gibraltar, 9,20, 52, 122,131,133,137,147-149,161-162, 164, 175-176, 189,196, 213,229, 254-256,
275.
104 Charles Cook, A Brief Account o f the African Christian Church, in New Bedford, Being the first of
the Christian Denomination in the United States formed by people o f colour (New Bedford: Benjamin T.
Congdon, 1834), 3.
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more than a place of worship for “this injured race.” Both as a symbol and as a practical
matter, separate black churches served the disadvantaged members o f communities that
relied partly on black labor in order to thrive during the golden age o f whaling. For Cook
and other New Bedford residents barred from an equal position in society, black houses
of worship were the only community institutions that they could call their own. For that
reason the African Christian Church “dedicated to the worship o f Almighty God” on June
24, 1830 and churches like it were vitally important to the struggle to end slavery and
attain social equality for people o f color in the 1800s.105
The spiritual change evidenced by the formation o f separate black churches in
Nantucket and New Bedford in the early nineteenth century was consistent with wider
trends in African American religious worship during the period.106 Churches that formed
in the North during the early to mid-1800s, like the ones in Nantucket and New Bedford,
often came in response to the lack o f equality and opportunity for people o f color to
participate in predominantly white institutions.107 Equally important, however, was the
desire for a distinctly African American institution that would form the basis for

105 Charles Cook, A Brief Account of the African Christian Church, in New Bedford, Being the first o f
the Christian Denomination in the United States formed by people o f colour (New Bedford: Benjamin T.
Congdon, 1834), 3.
106 The period following the American Revolution saw the emergence o f distinct African American
Christian churches, in particular in the American South. This was a significant development in the
transition from African to African American identity that Sylvia R. Frey and Betty Wood argue in Come
Shouting to Zion helped “Africans from disparate ethnic origins to redefine their ethnic polity in terms of a
new, an evangelical Protestant, religious ideology” (117). For more on the emergence o f African American
evangelical Christianity in the American South, see Sylvia R. Frey and Betty Wood, Come Shouting to
Zion: African American Protestantism in the American South and British Caribbean to 1830 (Chapel Hill:
University o f North Carolina Press, 1998), 118-181.
107 Independent black Christian churches were founded in Nantucket and New Bedford not long after
the African Baptist Church formed in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1805, making it the first black church in
the city. Construction o f the associated African Meeting House followed in 1806. For an excellent
overview o f Boston’s African Meeting House, and its historical significance, see James Oliver Horton,
Landmarks o f African American History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 50-58.
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community development. African American churches in Nantucket and New Bedford
would serve not only as an important counterpoint to the racism and inequality that was
so much a part o f the lives of the congregants outside the doors o f their churches, but also
as a building block toward the social reforms that people o f color sought to achieve in the
nineteenth century.
The return of the whaleship Loper in 1830 provides further evidence o f whaling’s
ties to community formation in Nantucket, and the expanding attention that local people
of color paid to social reform. The Loper returned to Nantucket from what one observer
referred to as the “Greatest Voyage ever made,” under the captaincy o f a white
Nantucketer, Obed Starbuck. The seamanship o f a number o f Nantucket’s black
whalemen had helped to amass “a full cargo of Sperm oil, and oil on deck” after a voyage
of only fourteen months and sixteen days. Starbuck and his crew had finished boiling
down the last whale only “a few hours previous to his arrival.” 108 While much o f the
credit for the success of the voyage was given to Starbuck, the Loper's nearly all-black
crew also figured prominently in the tributes.109
The Loper had returned to Nantucket with 2,280 barrels o f sperm whale oil.110
Assuming typical barrel sizes, the crew o f the Loper must have killed in the vicinity o f
seventy sperm whales during the voyage.111 By any measure the crew o f the Loper must

108 “Greatest Voyage Ever Made,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 11,1830.
109 While Captain Obed Starbuck and the surely all o f the officers were white, newspaper coverage o f
the Loper's quick turnaround strongly indicates that the bulk o f the crew were “people o f colour [s j c ].” See
“Festival,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 25, 1830.
110 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 270-271.
111 The average barrels per sperm whale taken by the U.S. whaling fleet ranged from 24 early in the
1800s to 37.3 for the years 1850-1859. Merrill E. Gosho, et al., “The Sperm Whale, Physeter
macrocephalus," in Jeffrey M. Breiwick and Howard W. Braham, eds., The Marine Fisheries Review, Vol.
46, No. 4 (U.S. Dept, o f Commerce / NOAA / NMFS Scientific Publications Office, 1984), 61.
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have hunted at a breakneck pace to fill the hold so quickly. Processing this number of
whales so rapidly was equally remarkable by the standards o f the time, but a task the
crew was more than up to according to one o f the main accounts o f the voyage. The
Nantucket Inquirer reported that during the voyage, the Loper “often had several large
whales alongside at once, was full o f blubber between decks, and had two boats off after
more!” Astonished at what had been accomplished in so short a time, the Inquirer
remarked that “This was whaling with a vengeance; and it must be that Capt. S[tarbuck]
possesses the spirit o f enchantment, which attracts the leviathans o f the ocean around his
ship.” What seemed like impossible feats performed by captain and crew left Nantucket’s
newspaper asking whether, given Starbuck’s “superior skill in the art o f whaling,” it
would not “be proper for him to communicate it to others o f the same profession, who are
now three years in performing exploits for which he requires little more than one?” 112
Most importantly, this event led to a festival held “through the munificence o f the
owners o f the Ship Loper,” Levi and Joseph Starbuck, that revealed the aspirations o f
Nantucket’s black community. The spectacle consisted o f a celebratory parade “through
the principal streets” o f Nantucket and “marshaled” by Captain Absalom F. Boston and
Samuel Harris, both people of color and leaders within Nantucket’s New Guinea
community. Boston and Harris led the procession, riding on horseback “with boarding
knives for swords,” tools typically used by whalemen in cutting blubber off the sides o f
the whale. The crew “instead o f guns...carried harpoons, whale-spades, lances, &c.” The
whole event was praised for “the generalship displayed by the marshals, the correct time
of the music, and the soldierly step o f this little band o f whalers.” The day concluded

1,2 “Greatest Voyage Ever Made,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 11, 1830.
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with “a very excellent dinner.. .given to the crew o f that ship, (people o f colour) and
others.”113 A number of toasts offered by attendees, including those by the president of
the festivities, Absalom Boston, were later published in the Nantucket Inquirer.
Many o f the “regular toasts” given at the dinner spoke to the celebratory nature of
the event, including toasts to Captain Obed Starbuck, the length o f the voyage “Fourteen months - Long enough for a good Captain and a good crew” - and the familiar
refrain o f “Death to the living and long life to the killers - Success to wives o f sailors,
And greasy luck to whalers.” Following the toasts to the captain, crew, and the short
voyage that led to trying out, or rendering, so much whale oil - “He that tries hardest will
try most” - the sixth o f the thirteen regular toasts appears to speak directly to the exploits
o f the Loper's black whalemen, toasting “the Loper's BUCKS - Like the American
Ensign, adorned by the STAR.” 114 The term “buck” had no connection to whaling, but it
did have a widely known association with black male identity in the early republic. The
reference to the Loper's “bucks” makes it clear that everyone, from the ship’s owners to
the officers, understood that the whaleship’s black crew had been essential to the success
o f the voyage.115

113 “Festival,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 25, 1830.
114 “Festival,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 25, 1830.
115 A prime example o f the use o f “bucks” by white Americans to refer to African American men in the
early years o f American independence, is in reference to an all-black military company that operated out o f
Boston, Massachusetts during the American Revolution called “The Bucks o f America.” Little is known
about the military company, but around the end o f the Revolution, Governor John Hancock o f
Massachusetts awarded the unit with a painted silk flag that included the image of a buck, along with a pine
tree denoting liberty, thirteen stars in the upper left canton, and a scroll with the name o f the company. The
flag is in the collections o f the Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts, along with a silver
planchet, or medallion, with similar imagery also dated to the eighteenth century. The term “buck” as a
reference to an African American man came to take on negative, racially-charged overtones over the course
o f the 1800s.
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The impromptu “volunteer” toasts given by Boston and Harris in contrast
highlighted a burgeoning pride within the New Guinea community and growing desire to
end slavery. Boston and Harris toasted to “Misser General Lafayette— He free de poor
Frenchmen—hope he come 200 years ago and free poor darky to de South,” and to
“People o f Colour—May de enemy o f our celebration and of African freedom, hab temal
itch and no benefit o f scratch so long as he lib.” To the city o f Boston, “Where seed ob
liberty come from—Washington plant him, Lafayette till him, may African reap him.” 116
While the Nantucket Inquirer noted the desires o f the island’s community o f color in its
pages, it largely did so by conveying the sentiments offered at the celebratory dinner
through stereotypical, and racist, “black” dialect.
On a day o f great celebration in Nantucket, the black whalemen o f the Loper
invoked the revolutionary heritage o f a previous generation. Nantucket’s people o f color
had experienced firsthand in 1822 the threat that slavery posed to their community when
slavecatcher Camillus Griffith had arrived on the island to render, unsuccessfully, the
Arthur Cooper family back into slavery. Years later they expressed a kinship with those
who were still enslaved, and a desire for full liberty for themselves. The call for reform
by many members o f the Nantucket and New Bedford’s black communities alongside
white counterparts who shared a similar vision for change would only grow louder. The
dreams expressed in celebration o f a successful whaling voyage in 1830 would come
closer to reality than ever before over the next two decades.
Both black and white Nantucketers had acknowledged back in 1822 that their
island was “a refuge for many fugitive slaves,” with Arthur Cooper’s family as part of

116 “Festival,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 25, 1830.
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that fugitive slave community. Envisioning themselves as “freedom-loving citizens” who
“were not disposed to assist in slave hunting,” some Nantucket residents, including those
involved in preventing the attempted slave rendition o f 1822, were in favor o f racial
equality and the abolition of slavery.117 Similarly in New Bedford, black and white
residents alike would take on the task o f reforming American society. Whether in
abolitionism, temperance, or seamen’s reform, a parallel and sometimes interwoven
reform effort emerged amid the warehouses, docks, and sail lofts o f the two bustling
whaling ports.
Not all members o f the whaling community shared the commitment to change.
The rest o f the nineteenth century would see a period o f civil unrest that tested nearly two
decades o f economic and social growth for the mixed-race communities in Nantucket and
New Bedford. Black whalemen still lived on the margins o f white society. Just as people
of color in both communities were poised to challenge the limits o f the freedom they
enjoyed, anti-abolitionist sentiment and everyday assaults on the dignity and rights of
black residents o f both ports made the racial divide painfully apparent. People o f color
responded to the powerful forces arrayed against them by drawing upon leadership forged
within their community in the early years o f the new republic.
New developments such as the emergence o f African American churches in the
mid-1800s offered leadership and institutions around which a challenge to the status quo
could be organized. Whaling offered a measure o f financial stability that few other free
African Americans could hope for in antebellum America. On a basic level, the continual

117 “Nantucket History and Scraps kept by Bessie C. Winslow,” Collection 346 - Frances Elder
Collection, 1863-1956, Folder 1, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket,
Massachusetts, 176-177.
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need for whalemen and workers for the support industries on shore created an
environment where people of color were indispensable. Building on their role in the
whaling industry, people o f color could come together to fight for reform. The collective
response to racial injustice, and acceleration o f the abolitionist movement during the
1830s and 1840s, would yield far-reaching consequences for black whalemen and slaves
alike. Not surprisingly for these Nantucket and New Bedford residents, events at sea
figured prominently in the debate.
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CHAPTER 3
TROUBLED WATERS

In February 1815, New England’s seafaring towns erupted in celebration at the
news that the War o f 1812 was over. Salem, Massachusetts, a community heavily
invested in maritime commerce, responded in a “universal burst o f joy,” greeting the
news with “an incessant ringing o f bells, firing o f cannon, and huzzaing o f the citizens.” 1
Similar outpourings o f relief in places like Nantucket and New Bedford are easily
imagined. All American whaling ports, with the exception o f Nantucket, had shut down
for the duration o f the war. Even so, Nantucket had still only been able to safely send a
few whaleships to sea.2 With British warships no longer a threat, New Englanders eagerly
set out again in the hunt for whales. Sixty-three whaleships sailed from ports in
Massachusetts and Rhode Island in 1815 alone, with sixty additional ships joining the
whaling fleet in the following year.3

1 “Mass. Salem, Feb. 14. Reflections on the Peace,” New Bedford Mercury, February 24, 1815. News
o f the Treaty o f Ghent travelled swiftly from Belgium to New England. Word o f the peace reached the
United States sometime in early February, well in advance of the returning Legation Secretary to the
American Peace Commission who “was much surprised to find he was not the first messenger o f Peace”
between the United States and Great Britain. See “The Transit despatch vessel arrived in New-London
New Bedford Mercury, March 10, 1815.
2 Only twelve Nantucket whaleships sailed in 1812. O f these, the schooner Mount Hope is noted as the
first whaleship “to fall victim to the English; captured and burned with 170 barrels spam [whale oil] cm
board, July 9, 1812.” Five other whaleships, hearing that war had broken out between Great Britain and the
United States, opted to return to port soon after sailing in 1812. Two other whaleships that sailed in 1813
were captured by British warships. See Alexander Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery
(Waltham, Mass.: by the author, 1878. Reprint, Secaucus, N.J: Castle Books, 1989), 214-217.
For further discussion of the War of 1812, and its negative impact on the whale fishery between 1812
and 1815, see Eric Jay Dolin, Leviathan: The History of Whaling in America (New York: W. W. Norton,
2007), 188-204. Historian Nathaniel Philbrick also examines how the war affected life in Nantucket,
including the imprisonment o f Nantucket sailors, in Away Off Shore: Nantucket Island and Its People,
1602-1890 (Nantucket: Mill Hill Press, 1993), 141-142, 155, 255.
3 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 216-223.
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The post-war period proved to be a boom time for New England whaling. With
the number o f ships sailing on the rise, the need for crewmembers offered even more
work for people o f color. Whaling agents and ship owners were openly ambivalent,
however, in their attitudes toward the black whalemen needed to fill out these crews.
Even as the language used at sea to describe black whalemen shows that they were
marginalized, agents and ship owners used the language o f race to issue direct appeals for
people o f color to serve aboard their ships.
Evidence that white whaling agents made specific appeals for black crewmembers
to serve aboard New England whaling vessels can be found in newspapers and counting
house records from the earliest years o f the new republic. An advertisement posted by
Samuel Proctor o f Fairhaven, Massachusetts, in the June 9, 1797, issue o f the New
Bedford Medley made very specific demands regarding the crew desired for an upcoming
whaling voyage:
Wanted Immediately, A COOPER, also a man capable o f heading a boat, and two
or three good black men for the SLOOP NANCY, bound on a WHALING
CRUISE— To whom good encouragement will be given.4
The advertisement offers little in the way o f explanation as to the advantages “two or
three good black men” would provide over white crewmembers. Either a scarcity of
white crewmembers, or the expectation that black whalemen would sign on for smaller
shares o f the profits, may have played a role in the wording o f the advertisement, but the
motivation behind filling out the Nancy’s shipping paper with “black men” remains
unclear.

4 “Wanted Immediately,” New Bedford Medley, June 9, 1797. Proctor ran the advertisement again in
the next issue o f the New Bedford Medley. See “Wanted Immediately,” New Bedford Medley, June 16,
1797.
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According to an August 21,1824, entry in the account book for the whaleship
Peru, Nantucket ship owners also sought out whalemen with very specific attributes to
crew their vessels: “The Owners o f the Ship Peru wish thee to apply to Stewart for Six
black men and one white man to go round Cape Horn, we wish those that are not aged
about 26 or under one o f them must be a Fiddler, they must be shipt in the schooner
Enterprise by Capt Hussey, we shall be willing to pay about ten dollars each.... if more
convenient he might git [s/c] 2 white men & five blacks.5 Whaling was often a tedious
affair, with long hours o f shipboard duty and boredom broken up only by the hunt and
subsequent work to process the whale. Musicians would have offered a welcome
diversion in the forecastle (foc’sle) o f the ship where the ordinary seamen lived during
the voyage. Stan Hugill, a folk music historian and shantyman, argues that the shanty or
shipboard work-song “was as much a part of the equipment as a sheath-knife and
pannikin.” In the foc’sle, or during the “dog watch” while all the whalemen were on
deck, when the work-songs gave way to a “popular ballad, love song, or the like,” having
a fiddler on board might just make the difference between a discontented and a happy
crew.6 The advertisement for the Peru raises the question whether American whalers
considered blacks to have these particular musical gifts— a widespread stereotype in the
early republic.
White whaling agents needed and actively sought out people of color to serve on
whaleships, but did not welcome them as equals. Records generated in the counting
house and at sea highlighting skin color and other differences in physical appearance

5 “Ship Peru's Book 12 mo. 1820,” August 21,1824, Collection 10 - Account Books Collection, AB
267, Shelf B3, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
6 Stan Hugill, Shanties from the Seven Seas (Mystic, CT: Mystic Seaport, 1994), 1.
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demonstrate that minorities were considered something “other.” Despite the professed
egalitarian leanings o f many o f Nantucket and New Bedford’s Quaker residents, whaling
merchants, agents, and captains were pragmatic about how to succeed in the dirty and
dangerous business o f whaling.7 Aside from concerns about a specific work-related skill
or musical talent, the documents associated with both the Nancy and the Peru advertised
a clear preference in favor o f black mariners for the whaling voyages in question.
Against this backdrop, a seemingly isolated case like the 1816 Potomac mutiny
takes on added significance. Superficially, the Potomac was not distinct from the rest of
the New England whaling fleet, and only received a brief mention in the “Shipping List”
o f the local newspaper to mark the vessel’s departure.8 Even the Potomac's
predominantly black crew drew little notice. All o f this changed when something went
wrong off the shoreline o f Nantucket early in the voyage. Coverage o f the affair came to
center on the “black men” who had allegedly committed a mutiny against their white
captain and officers. The affair brought the issue of black participation in the whaling
industry to the attention o f a great many people beyond the confines o f New England.
Leaving Boston harbor on June 5, 1816, Captain Alfred Alley intended to sail for
the coast o f Patagonia at the southernmost tip o f South America. With an able crew and a
little luck, Alley would have expected to return home in about a year with a valuable
cargo o f whale oil, elephant seal oil, and sealskins stowed away below decks.9 Having

7 The use o f “plain speech” - thee/thou - and numbers in place o f standard names for months, clearly
identifies the keeper o f the owner’s account o f the Peru as a member o f the Society of Friends (a Quaker).
“Ship Peru's Book 12 mo. 1820,” Collection 10 —Account Books Collection, AB 267, Shelf B3, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
8 “Shipping List,” Boston Columbian Centinel, June 8, 1816.
9 “Shipping List,” Boston Columbian Centinel, June 8, 1816. Of the sixty-three whaleships that sailed
for Patagonia between 1800 and 1820, only six spent significantly longer than a year away from port. See
Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 196-235.
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arrived at Nantucket on Monday, June 10, Alley anchored the Potomac off the sandbar
that blocked the approaches to Nantucket’s harbor and town, intending to take on “some
necessary articles needful for the voyage.” 10
Captain Alley, his first and second mates, and the cooper were the only white
officers or crew aboard the Potomac. The rest o f the crew consisted of eleven blacks.11
For unknown reasons these eleven men “mutinized [sic] and peremptorily refused to do
ship’s duty” on Wednesday, June 12, while at anchor offNantucket, only a week after
sailing from Boston. Although most o f the crew returned to duty by nightfall, their refusal
“to do ship’s duty” so early in the Potomac's voyage offers one o f the few clues
regarding what caused the Potomac mutiny.12 Perhaps due to poor conditions aboard
ship, or rough handling by the officers, the Potomac's eleven black whalemen were
unhappy with how they had been treated. Tensions between the two factions continued to
escalate after the first refusal to work.

10 “Nantucket, Monday, June 10. Mutiny,” Nantucket Gazette, June 17,1816. Captain Alley also had
close personal ties to Nantucket, having been bom on the island in 1789. He later commanded at least two
whaling voyages that originated from Nantucket, one in 1820, and another in 1822. Having died January 4,
1849, in Maine, his death notice in the Nantucket Inquirer noted Alley’s rank as captain, and that he had
been “formerly o f this town.” For Alfred Alley’s vital information, see Barney Genealogical Record,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. For the two voyages o f the
Golden Farmer led by Alfred Alley, see Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 232-233, 242243. For Alley’s death notice, see “Deaths,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 18, 1849.
" “Nantucket, Monday, June 10. Mutiny,” Nantucket Gazette, June 17,1816.
12 Mutinies were frequently the result o f the often dangerous and miserable conditions experienced at
sea by mariners of any type, especially for those who sailed aboard whaleships. The following discussions
o f mutiny at sea are particularly usefiil: W. Jeffrey Bolster, Blackjacks: African American Seamen in the
Age o f Sail (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 181,225; Dolin, Leviathan, 282-296; Joan
Druett, In the Wake o f Madness: The Murderous Voyage o f the Whaleship Sharon (Chapel Hill, NC:
Algonquin Books o f Chapel Hill, 2004), 69-84; Daniel Vickers and Vince Walsh, Young Men and the Sea:
Yankee Seafarers in the Age o f Sail (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2005), 189-190, 224, 242. For
discussion o f the 1824 mutiny on the whaleship Globe, see Gregory Gibson, Demon o f the Waters: The
True Story o f the Mutiny on the Whaleship Globe (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 2002), and Thomas
Farel Heffeman, Mutiny on the Globe: The Fatal Voyage o f Samuel Comstock (New York: W.W. Norton &
Company, 2002).
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Later that Wednesday evening, one o f the mates refused the demand by three of
the black whalemen for rum. Conditions aboard the Potomac were dire enough that a
simple work stoppage turned into open mutiny:
One o f the blacks armed himself with an iron pole, seated himself across the
gangway, and prevented the officers from coming on deck. On Thursday the
second mate called upon the crew to come on deck— four o f the blacks refused.
One o f the mutineers held an adze over the mates’ head, and swore he would have
the boat and go ashore. To prevent which, the mate hove the boat into the water,
sprang into her, and floated from the brig; he was soon after brought ashore [on
Nantucket] by a boat from the ship South America.
Not long after the mate escaped, a carpenter working on the Potomac “went into the
cabin in order to discharge a loaded gun” to prevent the mutineers from using the
weapon. Unbeknownst to the carpenter, two mutineers armed with knives had followed
him into the cabin and “wrested it [the gun] from him by force, after having threatened to
stab him.” 13
Documents in the archives o f the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court,
including the recognizances, complaint, and indictment associated with the incident,
reveal that the carpenter working aboard the Potomac at the time o f the mutiny was
David Andrews, a “house wright” from Nantucket. In the complaint signed before
Nantucket Justice o f the Peace Josiah Hussey on June 15, 1816, Andrews testified the
mutineers “did then and there with force as aforesaid heave at the windlass o f said Brig,
and swore they would run her [the Potomac] on shore.” 14 Although the mutineers were
persuaded to stop raising the anchor, they were still in physical control o f the Potomac.15

13 “Nantucket, Monday, June 10. Mutiny,” Nantucket Gazette, June 17,1816.
14 “Complaint,” June 15, 1816, Records o f Suffolk County Supreme Judicial Court, Massachusetts
Archives, Boston.
15 “Nantucket, Monday, June 10. Mutiny,” Nantucket Gazette, June 17, 1816.
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Knowledge that a black crew had taken control o f a whaleship and its ample
supply o f harpoons, lances, hatchets, and other weapons soon spread to shore. According
to the Nantucket Gazette the Potomac’s mate, who had escaped in the whaleboat, “was
soon after brought ashore [on Nantucket] by a boat from the ship South America” and
“gave the alarm” to Captain Alley, who was ashore at the time securing provisions for the
voyage, and the rest o f the town. Desperate to take back command o f his ship, Alley
secured a vessel large enough for himself, the mate, “and a considerable number o f men”
recruited from Nantucket, before they all “proceeded to the brig and quelled the mutiny.”
With the situation aboard the Potomac under control, Alley left “a sufficient force on
board,” before returning to shore with two o f the black crewmembers identified as the
mutiny’s ringleaders.16
Leaving the two principal mutineers in Nantucket’s jail failed to end Alley’s
troubles. In the aftermath o f the mutiny, four members o f the crew identified as “black
men” deserted the Potomac on June 17. Charles Jones, John Ryla, John Thompson, and
Jesse Bergen stole “a Whale-Boat belonging to the brig, and made their escape,” along
with the Potomac’s compass and their personal clothing. In spite o f the twenty-dollar
reward Alley offered for their capture, and a fifteen-dollar reward for the return of the
whaleboat, the deserters were not captured. Whether the men made it, as suggested, to
“some part o f the continent between Falmouth and Bass river” on Cape Cod, roughly
thirty miles distant, or disappeared at sea altogether, the four whalemen never answered
in court for their theft and desertion.17

16 “Nantucket, Monday, June 10. Mutiny,” Nantucket Gazette, June 17,1816. For other references to
the Potomac mutiny, see “Mutiny,” Boston Gazette, June 24, 1816, and Starbuck, History o f the American
Whale Fishery, 222-223.
17 “Twenty Dollars Reward,” Nantucket Gazette, July 1,1816.
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The two whalemen singled out as the ringleaders o f the Potomac mutiny, were not
as lucky.18 The Charlestown, Massachusetts state prison commitment register for 1816
records Richard Taylor as a twenty-two-year-old mulatto bom in Boston, Massachusetts.
Fellow mutineer Robert Smith, bom in Halifax, Nova Scotia, appears in the record as
twenty-four years old, with his eyes, hair, and complexion all described as black.19
Adding to the details from the commitment register, both men are listed in their
indictment as mariners and “late resident[s] in Nantucket.”20
Removed from Nantucket to Boston for trial, Smith faced a charge o f assault on
one Ruben Ray with a carpenter’s adze. In its indictment o f the mutineeers, the
Commonwealth o f Massachusetts also charged that Smith and Taylor had committed an
assault on David Andrews, the ship’s carpenter. Both defendants pled guilty to assault
with intent to murder.21 Convicted on July 19, Smith and Taylor arrived at the state
prison the next day. Each man had received the same sentence o f ten days solitary
confinement, and three years at hard labor.22
The Potomac mutiny received widespread attention in the American press. By the
first o f July, newspaper accounts had appeared in cities as far north as Portland, Maine,

18 “Supreme Court,” Boston Gazette, July 25,1816. A notice o f the Supreme Court proceedings
referencing the charges brought against Richard Taylor and Robert Smith also appears in the Nantucket
Gazette, July 29,1816.
19 Charlestown Prison Commitment Register, “Entries o f Convicts received into the State Prison, in
Charlestown, Massachusetts, in the Year 1816,” Entries 686 and 687, Massachusetts Archives, Boston,
Massachusetts.
20 “Indictment o f Robert Smith and Richard Taylor,” July 19,1816, Records o f Suffolk County
Supreme Judicial Court, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
21 “Indictment of Robert Smith and Richard Taylor,” July 19,1816, Records o f Suffolk County
Supreme Judicial Court, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
22 Charlestown Prison Commitment Register, “Entries o f Convicts received into the State Prison, in
Charlestown, Massachusetts, in the Year 1816,” Entries 686 and 687, Massachusetts Archives, Boston. See
also “Indictment of Robert Smith and Richard Taylor,” July 19,1816, Records o f Suffolk County Supreme
Judicial Court, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
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and as far south as Baltimore, Maryland, and Alexandria, Virginia.23 Stories throughout
the affair focused on the complexion o f the mutineers, emphasizing that “black men” had
perpetrated the mutiny. Such extensive coverage o f the mutiny may have complicated
matters for the five remaining black crewmembers. To ship out on another whaling
voyage, these men would now have to overcome any prejudice associated with their
racial identity, and their connections to a mutinous ship.
The frequency o f references to the skin color o f minorities working aboard
whaleships—as in the Potomac affair—complicates our understanding o f white attitudes
toward blacks and other people o f color who served in the whaling industry. The fluidity
of race relations, and unpredictability o f how each group of white officers and white crew
might react differently to a person of color serving on a whaleship, left people o f color in
a precarious position from one voyage to another. The Potomac mutiny reveals, at a time
in the 1800s when Nantucket and New Bedford reformers were beginning to think about
the abolition o f slavery, integration o f schools, and reform o f seamen’s behavior, that the
issue o f race could play a prominent if varied role in the day-to-day life o f whaleships at
sea. Log and journal keepers offer some o f the best insights into the interactions among
ordinary seamen. The language o f racial identity used in the case o f the Potomac mutiny
appears repeatedly in these documents.

23 In addition to the stories printed in the Nantucket Gazette on June 17 and the Boston Gazette on June
24, at least ten other newspapers carried news o f the mutiny. The following newspapers printed the same
story that had appeared in the Nantucket Gazette on June 17. The only variation appeared when the
Alexandria Herald reported incorrectly that the Potomac had carried seven instead o f the actual number o f
eleven black crewmembers. See the Boston Independent Chronicle, June 24, 1816; New York Commercial
Advertiser, June 25, 1816; New York National Advocate, June 25, 1816; Salem (Mass.) Gazette, June 25,
1816; Portland (Maine) Eastern Argus, June 26,1816; Baltimore Patriot, June 27,1816; Kennebunk
(Maine) Weekly Visiter, June 29,1816; Alexandria (Va.) Herald, July 1,1816; Bridgeport (Conn.)
Republican Farmer, July 3, 1816; and the Greenfield (Mass.) Franklin Herald, July 9, 1816.
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Maritime records show that black whalemen, even when regarded with respect,
were usually viewed by white record keepers as distinct from the rest o f the crew. A writ,
issued in 1802, referred to one John Talbot, “late resident o f Nantucket in the County of
Nantucket Blackman Mariner.”24 In 1819, Silvanus Ewer received “fifty Dollars in full
for one quater [s/c] o f black mans voyage a share on bord [s/c] of Zenas Coffins New
Ship,” a substantial sum o f money for the time.25 The journal o f the Nantucket whaleship
Fabius, kept in the early 1840s, included a separate heading for the ship’s “Colored
Gents” in the crew list.26 Coming from separate communities on shore, the black
whalemen on the Fabius and other New England whaleships found they occupied a
similar position at sea.
Moments o f tragedy frequent in the whale fishery offer further evidence that
white whalemen, though sympathetic in many cases, still took note o f the race o f certain
members o f the crew. Over and above the dangers o f illness or shipboard accidents,
whalemen were forced to acknowledge that any time the captain gave the order to lower
the whaleboats to chase down a whale, it could be the final act of their life.27 During the

24 Writ, March 18,1802, Collection 15 - Ship’s Papers Collection, Folder 108, Ship Lion, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
25 Receipt, October 28, 1819, Collection 335 - Edouard Stackpole Collection, Folder 1023, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
26 “Journal o f a Voyage on Board the Ship Fabius o f Nantucket to the Pacific Ocean,” Collection 220 Ship’s Logs Collection, Log 384 - Ship Fabius, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
27 When fugitive slave John Thompson served on a whaler in the 1840s, the ability o f the whale to
“shiver the boat in atoms by one stroke o f his tail” left a deep impression on a man engaged in whaling for
the first time. See John Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave; Containing his History of
25 Years in Bondage, and his Providential Escape (Worcester, MA: Published by John Thompson, 1856),
115.
In Herman Melville’s Moby Dick, when Captain Ahab asks “And what tune is it ye pull to, men?”
while pursuing the whale, his men a y out “A dead whale or a stove boat!” Whaleboats being stove (i.e.,
broken up) by a whale, were common enough occurrences on the whaling grounds that the expression o f a
“stove boat” would have been well known to the whalemen Melville shipped out with in the 1840s. Many
were likely to have been through the experience themselves. See Herman Melville, Moby Dick (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1988), 164.
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Nantucket's 1843 encounter with a pod o f sperm whales the logkeeper noted that “in the
meantime the waist boat had got stove by the same whale that stove the Bow Boat and
lost one man Geo[rge] Carter a black man.”28 Similarly, one steward, “a colored man”
serving on the whaleship Zone o f Nantucket, died some time before April 1844.29
In the same year the Zone experienced the death o f its “colored” steward, the
whaleship Morrison lost a man overboard in a heavy sea “accompanied by rain and fog.”
A search o f “from half to three fourths o f an hour” failed to locate the crewmember. The
boat crew ventured out into worsening weather “until it was difficult to see the boat from
the ship” during the search. Returning with the “melancholy tidings that he could not be
found,” attention shifted to making sense o f the loss o f Richard Francis, “a colored
seaman from Colchester Conn a young, healthy, and athletic man about twenty two years
o f age.” Francis’s crewmates recognized his contributions to the ship as a “handy,
obedient and peaceable” seaman, clearly holding him in high regard. In his journal o f the
voyage, Thomas Douglass still thought it noteworthy to mention Francis’s status as a
minority, and the fact that he came from “a respectable colored family.” 30

28 Ship Nantucket (Nantucket, Massachusetts), May 15, 1843, Collection 220 - Ship’s Logs Collection,
Log 169, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
29 New Bedford Whalemen's Shipping List, December 10, 1844; See also Alexander Starbuck, History
o f the American Whale Fishery (Waltham, MA: by the author, 1878. Reprint, Secaucus, NJ: Castle Books,
1989), 400-401.
30 Ship Morrison (New London, Connecticut), November 13,1844, Log 343, G.W. Blunt White
Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
Logkeepers often noted the deaths of members o f the crew in some detail, recording in many cases the
race or ethnicity o f the whaleman. The logkeeper o f the whaleship Robin Hood recorded the weather as “A
heavy sea” with wind, rain, and hail on October 20, 1847. As a result “the jib blowed loose three mat went
out to furle it one o f them fell over board and was drowned his name was Joseph Silva a Portuguese
belonging to the Western Isles.” In Robin Hood (Mystic, Connecticut), Log 48, G.W. Blunt White Research
Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
During a later voyage o f the same whaleship, the logkeeper aboard the Robin Hood noted the death of
one o f the whaleship’s Pacific Islander whalemen on May 2, 1859 - “Died - On board o f ship Robin Hood
o f M ystic. . . at 11AM John Yankee a Native o f the Island o f Coa after a sickness of 3 days at 4PM called
all hands and layed the Main yard to the mast and set the American ensign at half mast then layed the body
on the gang way board and read the funeral service over the body and at 'A past 4 commited his body to the
deep blue sea at 5PM braced forward and hawled down the ensign having laid 30 minutes after the body
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Just over a year and a half into the voyage o f the whaleship Fabius, Joseph
Downing noted a comparable accident at sea. Downing remarked that “a sudden gloom
was spread throughout the ship at 11 o’clock this day by the loss o f one o f our men by
drowning.” The whaleman had fallen overboard while at work drawing water in the main
chains o f the ship. Lowering a whaleboat, his crewmates made an attempt to save his life,
but to no avail, “he being no swimmer went down just before the boat reached him He
was a colored man belonging to Philadelphia Theodore Raymond by name + age about
26 years.”31 Captain John Smith Taber o f the New Bedford whaling bark Drymo similarly
noted the death o f one o f his crew in a January 29, 1845 log entry, “At 1 PM Elias
Russel, steward departed this life - coullerd [s/c] native o f Hartford, Connecticut aged 29
years or thereabout - at 430 P[M] committed his body to the deep after reading the usual
cerrimonies [sic].”32 In many cases, despite the specific mentioning o f race, white log and
journal keepers treated the deaths o f the black whalemen on their ships with a measure of
sadness and solemnity.
The loss of a member o f the crew raised practical financial concerns when
distributing earnings upon the ship’s return to port. Surviving family o f whalemen who
died were entitled to wages earned during the voyage. In the case o f Henry Oakfield, “a

was committed to the deep (Coa is cme of the Friendly Islands).” When the Robin Hood reached the Port o f
Lahina, Sandwich Islands on November 17,1860 the captain “discharged Sam Flick a Portuguese into the
United States Hospitall he being most dead with the consumption.” In Robin Hood (Mystic, Connecticut),
Log 49, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
31 “Journal o f a Voyage on Board the Ship Fabius o f Nantucket to the Pacific Ocean,” Collection 220 —
Ship’s Logs Collection, Log 384 - Ship Fabius, February 4,1842, Nantucket Historical Association
Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
32 Bark Drymo (New Bedford, Massachusetts), January 29, 1845, Kendall Whaling Museum (KWM)
Log 71, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.

95

colored man belonging to New York,” advocacy crossed the color line.33 Shortly after
arriving in Nantucket following a stint aboard the whaleship Alpha, Oakfield died,
apparently having been sick while at sea. The Alpha had landed approximately 2,300
barrels o f fine grade sperm whale oil and stood to turn a good profit.34 Even though
someone forwarded the necessary information to Oakfield’s next o f kin, a sister living in
Albany, New York, the expense o f a lawyer was too much for the family to bear. As a
result, the matter of Oakfield’s earnings from the voyage was not settled in the family’s
favor.3S
At this point Charles B. Ray, an African American abolitionist and editor o f the
Colored American, took up the cause for Oakfield’s family. Ray composed a letter to
fellow abolitionist and reformer, Nathaniel Barney, who in addition to being a white
Nantucket businessman and whaling merchant, happened to be the managing owner o f
the Alpha?6 In the letter, Ray explained the Oakfield family’s position, and what had
taken place to date regarding the recovery o f Oakfield’s wages. Ray considered Barney a
“suitable person to take that matter in hand,” in part because o f “the interest you have
taken in the welfare o f the colored population.”37 Ray was clearly concerned that
Oakfield’s status as a “colored man” might have complicated the family’s initial attempts

33 Letter from Charles B. Ray, Falmouth, Massachusetts, to Nathaniel Barney, Nantucket,
Massachusetts, April 1,1842, Collection 54 - Barney Family Papa's, 1728-1860, Folder 3, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
34 Based upon information from the letter, Henry Oakfield had arrived with the Alpha at Nantucket
“Early in December last.” Charles B. Ray cites the whaleship as having landed 2300 barrels. The Alpha
sailed from 1838 to 1841, commanded by Captain Joseph Congdon, stowing 2,265 barrels o f sperm whale
oil during that time. See Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 346-347.
35 Letter from Charles B. Ray, Falmouth, Massachusetts, to Nathaniel Barney, Nantucket,
Massachusetts, April 1,1842, Collection 54 - Barney Family Papo-s, 1728-1860, Foldo- 3, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
36 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 346-347.
37 Letter from Charles B. Ray, Falmouth, Massachusetts, to Nathaniel Barney, Nantucket,
Massachusetts, April 1,1842, Collection 54 - Barney Family Papas, 1728-1860, Folda 3, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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to recover the whaleman’s percentage o f the Alpha's profits. Barney’s role as both an
abolitionist and whaling merchant made him a trusted partner in attempting to settle
Oakfield’s affairs.
Potentially adding to consciousness o f race aboard ship were the challenging
conditions that everyone confronted at sea. American whalemen spent months and years
at a time at sea aboard a whaleship. The physical landscape o f the American whaling ship
accordingly played a significant role in shaping the experiences o f whalemen within the
New England whale fishery. Whaleships were notorious for the conditions that
characterized life above decks. Officers were often felt to sacrifice morale in their
singular focus on the profits to be made from filling the hold o f the vessel with whale oil
and whalebone. One person who observed a whaling voyage firsthand remarked that
“there is but little done by the officers to make the life o f the crew o f a whaleship
pleasant.”38 After many hours spent hunting, capturing, and processing a whale, an
exhausted whaleman could expect little relief off-duty below decks.
Living quarters under the best o f circumstances were tight for whalemen. Green
hands and experienced seamen o f all races shared the bunks in the cramped forward-most
part of the whaleship known as the foc’sle. With only scant natural light coming from one
hatch, and little air making its way into the space, the sleeping and living space for the
majority o f the men aboard a whaleship frequently bordered on intolerable.39 Upon
arriving in the foc’sle o f one whaleship, a newly shipped whaleman noted, “there was a

38 Charles Nordhoff, Whaling and Fishing (Cincinnati: Moore, Wilstach, Keys & Co., 1856), 245.
39 For further discussion of life aboard nineteenth-century whaling ships, see Lance E. Davis, et al., In
Pursuit o f Leviathan: Technology, Institutions, Productivity, and Profits in American Whaling, 1816-1906
(Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1997), 47-49. See also Dolin, Leviathan, 258-259.
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disagreeable smell o f train oil, and other sea abominations, pervading all.”40 In one
instance, a whaleship was so infested with vermin, that the captain “smoked ship to kill
the rats.”41
Over time living conditions could wear down a crew. Just a few days out to sea
from New Bedford, one whaleman remarked that he was “beginning to get seasick and
disgusted - land out o f sight - feel awful we have to work like horses and live like pigs eyes beginning to open.”42 Months later, the same whaleman thought he was “beginning
to get accustomed to a whalers life - though if I get a chance to quit I’ll do it.”43 Facing
the reality of a whaling voyage, thoughts o f desertion appear to have been common
among whaling crews. One whaleman observed that “the most desperate expedients are
sometimes adopted to get clear o f an unlucky or unpleasant vessel.” In one exceptional
case witnessed during a whaling voyage one o f the crew had made several attempts to
desert the whaleship. Retaken several times, the man “deliberately laid his left wrist on a
chopping block and cut off the hand, exclaiming as he did so, ‘Now you’ll have to let me
go.’”44 Though few went to such lengths, once out to sea, many American whalemen
shared the view “that whaling was an enormous, filthy humbug,” and took any steps
necessary to alleviate their circumstances.45
Making matters worse, provisions aboard whaleships were often of dubious
quality and led to illnesses like scurvy, a vitamin deficiency associated with an

40 Nordhoff, Whaling and Fishing, 43.
41 Bartholomew Gosnold (New Bedford, Massachusetts), August 24, 1863, Log 121, G.W. Blunt White
Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
42 Clara Bell (Mattapoisett, Massachusetts), August 21, 1855, Log 164, G.W. Blunt White Research
Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
43 Clara Bell (Mattapoisett, Massachusetts), September 3, 1855, Log 164, G.W. Blunt White Research
Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut
44 Nordhoff, Whaling and Fishing, 244-245.
45 Nordhoff, Whaling and Fishing, 136.
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inadequate diet. Lack of nutrition on whaling voyages was an especially serious problem
for people o f color who were often joining a whaleship in worse physical condition at the
start o f a whaling voyage than their white counterparts.46 Whalemen could expect at best
a steady menu o f salt pork, beef, and hardtack. Even those staples were often
compromised. One logkeeper “got the Bread up out the Cabin + baked it over trying to
destroy some o f the insects, which it is full off [s/c].”47 Regular rations were sporadically
supplemented by fruit or duff, a pudding-like dessert o f flour, water, molasses, and
raisins or currants. One whaleman arriving in the Azores exclaimed, “I don’t know that I
ever enjoyed fruit and cheese so much - it seemed as though we had been deprived o f
them for years instead o f a few weeks - it was long enough to make me long for
something fresh.”48
Even with occasional relief provided by fresh supplies, fatigue and often illness
could set in among the crew.49 During voyages when whales were scarce and there were

46 Nathaniel Philbrick suggests that the black whalemen aboard the Essex prior to its sinking by a
sperm whale in 1820 “were also, in all probability, in poorer health than the whites even before they sailed
on the Essex. (The life expectancy o f a black infant in 1900 - the earliest date for which there are statistics
- was only thirty-three years, more than fourteen years less than that o f a white infant.) Now, thirty-eight
days after the whale attack, it was plain to all that the African Americans.. .were faring more poorly than
the rest o f the crew.” See Nathaniel Philbrick, In the Heart o f the Sea: The Tragedy o f the Whaleship Essex
(New York: Viking Penguin, 2000), 146-147.
47 Ship Mary Mitchell (Nantucket, Massachusetts), September 5, 1837, Collection 220 - Log 242,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. On the same whaling
voyage, logkeeper Joseph McCleave, Jr. remarked on the loss o f one means of controlling pests aboard a
whaleship, notably mice and rats, when he noted in the log “the kitten fell overboard lowerd [sic] a boat but
did not find ha-.” See log entry for July 31, 1835.
48 In the same journal entry having discussed various shipboard provisions including salt pork and tea,
R. Wallace, the keeper o f a journal aboard the whaleship Clara Bell said “I can’t say what the coffee is
made of, but it resembles that delicious beverage as much as ink resembles water - there is but little coffee
taste about it - still it is a little preferable to the stale water.” Clara Bell (Mattapoisett, Massachusetts),
September 4, 1855, Log 164, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
49 Logkeepers would often record the food offerings aboard ship, and the lack of variety available to
the crew that led to illness. The quality o f the rations aboard the whaleship Charles Phelps appears to have
been uneven at best. On October 27,1842 Gordon Hall, a whaleman keeping the log for the whaleship,
wrote that “Being relieved from my watch on deck went down to share with my messmates that highly
esteemed pudding called duf [sic] interspersed with a generous profusion o f raisins and plenty o f sauce.” A
day later when the crew “Broke out in the after hole one box o f hams found them in bad order being filled
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many more barrels to fill with oil before they could return home, it is not surprising to
find a log or journal keeper whose thoughts turned despondent. Joseph Downing o f the
whaleship Fabius remarked, “We are beginning to be verry [.v/c] weary of our voyage as
the time has now arrived that we expected to be on our way home + no signs o f going
yet.” In addition to only having taken two small whales in the last four months, Downing
found it most distressing that “Provisions are also getting bad.”50
Adding to the complexity o f interactions between black whaling crews and white
officers, not all minorities who participated in the New England whale fishery served
“before the mast.” Many of these “ordinary seamen” worked in the ship’s rigging, pulled
on the oars of the whaleboats, and performed other general shipboard tasks.51 In contrast

with live maggots took our sheath knives and cut off what was thought propper [s/c] and then the cook heat
some water.. .in order to kill the remaining worms that might adhere to the close contracted creveces [sic].”
Not surprisingly occasions like those on November 6 o f the same year stood out in Hall’s mind, “had the
pleasing opportunity to set down and eat my favorite meal with my mess mates Although the ship rooled
[sic] so as to make it difficult to keep the dishes on the table yet we found way to secure the duff [pudding]
if nothing else finished the least and last remains o f this highly favored esculent and took my book and read
a part o f the 4 hours.” A few days later on November 11, the crew did also somewhat better with regard to
the main course having “got diner [sic] had mush and molasses beef and had bread.” Charles Phelps
(Stonington, Connecticut), 1842-1844, Log 141, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport,
Mystic, Connecticut.
One logkeeper aboard the whaleship Brewster which sailed from New Bedford on October 13, 1860
noted early on that one o f the men, a Mr. Sullivan, was on and off duty due to illness. About seven months
into the voyage the logkeeper noted on May 8,1861 “Mr. Sullivan not any better Peter Fox very bad with
the scurvy.” Although the ship’s captain put in for provisions a few days lata- on May 12 - “Mr. Martin on
shore. . . with a boat crew to get some fruit” - notations in the rest o f the log offer clues as to what was
causing the lack of nutrition in the crew’s diet. The logkeeper wrote on July 4, 1861, “Broke out for flour
and apples,” followed the next day by the notation “Broke out for beef.” To “break out” rations would
mean to open and distribute food from a new barrel o f provisions. On August 31, 1861, the crew “Broke
out for Flour Bread Beans and Molasses and Water,” with the crew receiving both “beef and pork” on
Christmas Day 1861, “Beef pork onions molasses” on April 11,1862, and only flour, apples, and molasses
later in the voyage on February 24,1863. Ship Brewster (Mattapoisett, Massachusetts), Log 91, G.W. Blunt
White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut. For more on food quality, general living
conditions, and sickness aboard American whaleships, see Dolin, Leviathan;258-263, 283, 425-426, 433.
50 “Journal of a Voyage on Board the Ship Fabius of Nantucket to the Pacific Ocean,” Ship Fabius,
August 12, 1843, Collection 220 - Ship’s Logs Collection, Log 384, Nantucket Historical Association
Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
51 The foremast area in the forward section of the whaleship was also the location o f the forecastle, or
foc’sle, where the ordinary seamen (foremast jacks) were quartered - thus leading to the common
references found in whaling records o f mat who served “before the m ast”

100

to the “foremast jacks,” people o f color who worked aboard whaleships also commonly
found employment as cooks, or stewards, as seen in the many New Bedford and
Nantucket whaling ship crew lists. One whaleman’s use o f a common nineteenth-century
description o f African American hair to help complete a line o f poetry points to the race
o f the cook on his ship: “The crew about the decks are working/ Some here some there
and some a shirking/ Forward the wooley Doctors galley.”52 Aboard a nineteenth-century
American whaleship, cooks might also serve in the capacity as the ship’s doctor
rendering first aid to injured crewmembers. Seaman’s Protection Certificates issued in the
early 1800s cited any number of features that defined mariners according to one race or
another. In this case a cook’s “wooley” hair indicates that the mariner in question was
black or African American.
Considered an integral part o f a well-run whaleship, with food factoring heavily
in the morale o f the crew, cooks made only slightly more than the ordinary seamen,
earning on average $10.61 each month. Stewards did somewhat better, earning in the
range o f $11.31 per month on mid-nineteenth-century whaleships.53 The highest paid
positions were reserved for the officers, harpooneers, and barrel makers responsible for
the whale oil, all positions increasingly out o f reach for black whalemen as the nineteenth
century progressed.54 Speaking in 1863, one New Bedford selectman explained the trend

52 Clara Bell (Mattapoisett, Massachusetts), April 3, 1856, Log 164, G.W. Blunt White Research
Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut The reference to the “wooley Doctors galley” in all
likelihood was a reference to the cook’s on-deck kitchen or galley in the forward section o f the whaleship.
53 On whaleships sailing out o f New Bedford in the mid-1800s, the average monthly wages o f cooks
($10.61) and stewards ($11.31 - another occupation held in great numbers during the period by people of
color) were only slightly better than those o f the carpenter ($9.47), and skilled ($10.24), semi-skilled
($8.88), and unskilled seamen ($8.22). See “Average Monthly Earnings by Occupation, All Grounds, New
Bedford Whaling Voyages, Sailing Years 1840-58 and 1866,” Table 5.6 in Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan,
176.
54 Officers, including the captain ($98.20), first mate ($65.56), second mate ($39.72), and third mate
($27.98), made substantially more than the rest o f the crew, on average, in monthly earnings. A boatsteerer
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as being the “result o f the prejudice o f the whites,” observing that “the proportion o f
colored men in the whaling business is not as great now as formerly...The proportion
gradually diminished until in a majority o f cases the cooks and stewards only were
colored.”55
People of color nevertheless sought to make the most of the jobs that were
available. A contemporary nautical dictionary noted the important roles that both the
cook and the steward played in the functioning o f a ship. Cooks were responsible for
preparing the meals “both for the cabin and forecastle,” meaning the officers and the
ordinary seamen all relied on the culinary abilities o f the cook to see that the rations were
at least edible. The cook was not expected to be an experienced mariner, however,
“according to his ability in working ship,” he was “expected to pull and haul about decks
in all-hands work, and is occasionally called from his galley to give a pull at a tackle or
halyards.”56
Like the cook, stewards performed a variety o f tasks on the ship, none more
important than serving as “the body servant o f the master [captain]” o f the ship. Like the
cook, the steward was expected to “do ship’s duty according to his ability when all hands
are called for working ship or for taking in or making sail. In these things he must obey

(who served as a harpooneer in the whaleboats) made $17.70 per month. To ensure that the barrels for the
whale oil were well-constructed, coopers were paid $27.48 per month - about the same as earned by the
third mate. See “Average Monthly Earnings by Occupation, All Grounds, New Bedford Whaling Voyages,
Sailing Years 1840-58 and 1866,” Table 5.6 in Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 176.
Regarding the overall decline in the number o f black mariners who shipped out later in the 1800s,
historian W. Jeffrey Bolster argues, that even after taking into account the tremendous variations in
different maritime trades, “black men were finding fewer opportunities at sea” by the 1860s. For more on
the decline of employment opportunities at sea for people of color, see Chapter 8, “Toward Jim Crow at
Sea,” in Bolster, Blackjacks, 215-232.
55 Quoted in Bolster, Blackjacks, 228.
56 Dana, Richard Henry, Jr., The Seaman's Friend; Containing a Treatise on Practical Seamanship,
With Plates; A Dictionary o f Sea Terms; Customs and Usages o f the Merchant Service; Laws Relating to
the Practical Duties of Master and Mariners (Boston: Charles C. Little & James Brown, and Benjamin
Loring & Co., 1841), 157.
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the mates in the same way that a common seaman would, and is punishable for
disobedience.”57 The experiences o f people o f color who served in any capacity were
entirely subject to the temperament o f the captain and other officers who oversaw the
daily business o f the whaleship. Both positions o f cook and steward, however, were
uniquely shaped by the benefits, and pitfalls, o f close proximity to the officers. As more
African Americans began to serve as cooks and stewards, the chances o f direct
encounters with violent officers increased.
John Thompson, a fugitive slave who shipped aboard the New Bedford whaleship
Milwood as steward in 1842, experienced both extremes o f this intimate relationship with
the ship’s officers. After an initial confrontation with the captain over his lack o f
experience as a steward, Thompson, “was soon able to fulfill my duty to the gratification
and satisfaction o f the captain, though much to the surprise o f the whole crew, who,
knowing I was a raw hand, wondered how I had so soon learned my business.” 58 Captain
Aaron C. Luce o f the Milwood, adopted a mentor role to Thompson, showing the novice
steward how “to make pastries and sea messes,” while even allowing the steward access
to a personal cook book “from which I gained much valuable information.” 59
Despite Thompson’s close relationship with the Milwood’’s captain, he still
experienced problems during the voyage. The whaleship’s cook, whom Thompson had
worked with to secure a berth, complained often to the first mate on account of being
“disappointed in not getting my place.” The mate proved a willing listener. “I could never
suit the mate, do the best I could,” Thompson wrote in his narrative, “for he wanted me

57 Dana, The Seaman’s Friend, 156-157.
58 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 111.
59 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 110.
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put before the mast, and for more than four months kept a grudge against me.” It did not
take long for ill will to turn to violence:
Shortly after leaving this place [Fayal/Faial, Azores], while the captain was aloft
one day, the mate became so exasperated with me as to beat me. He took hold o f
me, whereupon I threw him down, but did not strike him. Upon entering the
cabin, the captain found me in tears, and inquired the cause. I told him that, do the
best I could, I was unable to please the mate, who had been beating me now, for
no cause o f which I was conscious. He told me to do my duty to the best o f my
ability, and he would take care o f the rest.60
With the intercession o f the captain, and a single day o f whaling that yielded 239 barrels
of oil, the attitude o f the mate toward Thompson changed. “The mate, who had before
been my enemy, now became my friend,” Thompson remarked, “and during the
remainder o f the voyage treated me like a man.”61
How captains responded to the inevitable integration o f whaling crews, while
balancing the demands o f producing results for investors, varied from ship to ship.

Hundreds, and in many cases thousands, o f miles from port, as master o f the whaleship
the captain was afforded a great deal o f latitude by the owners o f the ship and investors in
the voyage in how he handled his crew. With regard to punishment, captains were
expected to understand the fine line that existed between appropriate correction and
illegal action that could hurt the investors financially. A whaleship captain, while allowed
to “inflict moderate correction on a seaman for sufficient cause,” had to ensure that the
punishment was “not disproportionate to the offence.” In overstepping his authority, a
captain would be “treated as a trespasser, and is liable in damages.” Captains were above
all cautioned that “there must not be any cruelty or unnecessary severity exercised,” but
were allowed a wide range o f options in correcting the crew, with one guide stating, “it

60 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 111-112.
61 Thompson, The Life o f John Thompson, a Fugitive Slave, 117.
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may be by personal chastisement, or by confinement on board ship, in irons, or
otherwise.”62

The picture that emerges from nineteenth-century maritime records is a balancing
act between proper treatment of the crew aboard a whaling ship, and the maintaining o f
order far from the justice o f American courts or foreign officials. The relationship
between master and whalemen was, at least in theory, governed by a sense of
paternalism:
The authority o f the master, being in its nature parental, must be exercised with a
due regard to the rights and interests of all parties. He has a large discretion, but is
held to answer strictly for every abuse o f it. The law enjoins upon him a temperate
demeanor and decent conduct toward seamen.... In all his acts o f correction, he
must punish purely for reformation and discipline, and never to gratify personal
feelings.
Many captains understood the boundaries that existed between using punishment “for
reformation and discipline” and exercising their ability to “gratify personal feelings”
through corrective action toward their crew.63 Whalemen were thus entitled to some

62 Dana, The Seaman’s Friend, 192. Captains and officers often resorted to some form o f punishment
in exercising their authority aboard whaleships.62 One Nantucket whaling captain wrote “3 o f our men
deserted but came back about midnight finding things not quite so comfortable as they expected.” When it
was brought to the captain’s attention that another man “intended to swim away in the night” he “put him in
irons...for safe keeping.”62 Ship Peruvian (Nantucket, Massachusetts), July 9, 1853, Log 53, G.W. Blunt
White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut. In extreme cases, captains could imprison
whalemen aboard ship or even in a port o f call outside the United States “in a case o f urgent necessity.”62
For example, see Dana, The Seaman’s Friend, 191.
63 Dana, The Seaman’s Friend, 192. Captains also had to balance their desire for control with the
overall morale of the crew. In one case aboard the whaleship Commodore Preble o f Lynn, Massachusetts,
Captain Ludlow nearly lost control over his whole ship due to the punishment o f one o f the whalemen. On
Sunday, November 26,1843, the logkeeper notes “A few days since there happened some difficulty
between the cabin boy and some o f the sailors concerning spoons.”AII hands were called aft to determine
ownership o f the spoon in question and to settle the matter. The inquiry did not go as planned. Joseph
Richison, one o f the seamen, was punished “for using insolent language to the Captain during the
consultation.” Richison failed to take heed of the warning from the captain, and was ordered to be tied up in
the main rigging. When he offered resistance, the Captain called on the third mate Israel Larabie and
boatsteerer John Morril, both o f whom declined to assist in Richison’s punishment. The third mate, relieved
o f his duty, was summarily “ordered to go below” decks. Facing opposition from the crew during the 20-30
minutes Richison spent tied up in the rigging “during which time the captain was debating with the crew
about punishing him,” Captain Ludlow had to back down from punishing Richison further (the crew had
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rights at sea, but they were largely subject to the judgment and character o f the captain
and officers on any given ship.64
In the best of circumstances, poor conditions could lead to crew solidarity. On
board the whaleship Barclay on April 29, 1836, the ship’s captain “sent the steward
forward to call the men aft” so that they could “see their Meat Weighed” for supper,
seemingly a mundane demand for his crew. Captain Henry Cottle’s order instead sparked
a new round of conflict during what had already been a trying whaling voyage for the
captain and officers. After the crew refused the order to come for dinner, Captain Cottle
“went after them and took a Broom at one o f the Blacks.” Angry that they were not being
given enough food, most o f the crew finally relented, and agreed to receive their rations.
The same black whaleman continued, however, to be “insolent” toward the captain.
Refusing orders to go before Cottle to answer for his insubordination, the black
whaleman instead escaped to the foc’sle o f the ship:
While getting him up one o f the Men Henry Ketchum came up the gangway and
interfered and chalenged the Capt to strik him at this the Capt took hold o f him
and droped his wepon the fellow took it up and maid an atempt to strike the Capt
with it from this he was told to go aft but refused and went Down the Fore Castle
and took a sheath knife and said he would kil the first Man that went Down but
after ward delivered him self up to be put in irons where he now remains.65

threatened to “go off duty”). Larabie and Morril returned to duty after they were promised a discharge at
the next port. On Friday, February 16,1844, the same day setting sail from Hilo harbor Hawaii, the
logbook notes that Richison left the ship and while in port Ludlow “shipped a Kanaka in Hilo” presumably
as a replacement for Richison. Ship Commodore Preble (Lynn, Massachusetts) November 26,1843,
February 16, 1844, Log 866, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
64 Richard Henry Dana wrote that “The contract which a seaman makes with the master, is not like that
o f a man who engages in any service on shore. It is somewhat military in its nature. The master has great
responsibilities resting upon him, and is entitled to instant and implicit obedience...He [the master] must
depend upon the habits o f faithful and respectful discharge o f duty which his crew have acquired, and if
this fails, he may resort to force.. .A good seaman, who is able and willing to do his duty faithfully and at
all times, and treats his officers respectfully, will seldom be abused; and if he is, the master is liable to him
personally in damages, and is also subject to be indicted by the government and tried as a criminal.” Dana,
The Seaman's Friend, 210-211.
65 Ship Barclay (New Bedford, Massachusetts), April 29,1836, Old Dartmouth Historical Society
(ODHS) Log 1, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
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The Barclay's crew had united around a cause— better living conditions aboard ship.
More tellingly, they bonded in spite o f the racial designations imposed by white officers.
Interactions between whalemen o f different races were often positive, in many ways
driven by the necessity o f having to work and coexist in the same limited space. Not all
cases that involved mixed-race whaling crews, however, ended either with crews uniting,
or with evidence of people o f color being treated well by white officers. Interracial flareups were also known to happen.
In the worst-case scenarios, whaling crews could turn on the officers in mutiny, as
in the case o f the Potomac, or on their fellow crewmates. For young men venturing out
on a whaling voyage for the first time, many aspects o f life at sea could prove
disconcerting. Perhaps due to the intense segregation that separated white and black life
on land, living and working side by side with “black men” for the first time apparently
took some white green hands by surprise. Sailing aboard the New Bedford whaleship
Milo, Edward Coe, a white “landsman” with no experience at sea, related how eating
dinner with the mixed-race crew proved to be “the greatest damper on my nautical ardor I
had yet received.”66 The cook had placed the crew’s prepared rations o f salt beef,
potatoes, and soup on the deck, calling everyone to serve themselves. The first whaleman
to step forward “was a large Portuguese Negro who deliberately drew out his sheath knife
and helped himself [to] the Beef then Potatoes and to the Cup o f Soup and he says to the

66 Lecture on experiences of Edward B. Coe aboard the Milo, 1843-1846,” Ship Milo (New Bedford,
Massachusetts), 14-15, A -138, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford,
Massachusetts. For reference to Coe’s status as a “landsman,” see “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the
Milo," 1843-1846, in Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives
Department, accessed January 17, 2015. http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/librarv/specialcollections/whaling-archives/.
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rest o f us, help yourselves boys.” Coe was incensed that a person of color would act in
such a fashion in the presence o f white crewmates:
This I thought was rather to [s/c] much. I must say I was rather disgusted at the
mode o f serving up dinner on the deck but that was not so bad as for the big Black
fellow helping himself and then giving the rest o f us directions and orders to
follow suit. I resolved this should be changed and so it was eventually but we had
many hard battles to bring the blacks to terms but it came after considerable
Blood Shed.67
Accustomed to sharper divisions existing between white and black Americans, Edward
Coe’s experience offers a clear example o f both the racial bias and the racial fluidity that
could exist at sea in the whale fishery.
Living and working on the same ships for years at a time, the interracial
relationships that emerged between black and white whalemen were unpredictable at
best. At least temporarily, through experience or intimidation, a person of color on the
Milo had been able to overturn the expected boundaries o f social behavior that were
customarily governed on land by race. Such victories were often tenuous. Coe, after a
short-term loss o f standing to a black crewmate, was able to have the expected racial
hierarchy restored. And some crews experienced an impassable racial divide.
An entry in the Fabius journal dated March 24/25, 1842 described how members
of the “after gang”—the officers in the rear part o f the ship— “took up arms against the
crew (or rather the Darkies).” Downing added somewhat sarcastically “not many lives
lost nor much blood spilt but 2 men seized up when the Capt came on board but not

67 “Lecture on experiences of Edward B. Coe aboard the Milo, 1843-1846,” Ship Milo (New Bedford,
Massachusetts), 14-15, A-138, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford,
Massachusetts.
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floged [s/c].”68 Even the most mundane o f occurrences aboard ship appear to have
brought up references to race. Having been at sea for nearly two years, Downing wrote an
entry in his journal on July 2,1842, describing how the white members o f the Fabius's
crew sat down to a celebratory Independence Day meal apart from their black crewmates.
“Today the white portion o f this community have A 4th [of] July dinner it not being
convenient to cook A very sumptuous dinner for all hands at once,” Downing noted,
adding that “Tomorrow the sable sons o f Africa dine in honor o f the glorious anniversary
and I suppose the Nobles will come out on the 4th.”69 Ever conscious o f the official
hierarchy aboard the Fabius, Downing referred to the ship’s officers as “Nobles” in his
account of the Fabius's Fourth of July celebration. Aside from the clear division between
officers and crew, the unofficial but widely understood racial hierarchy that existed on
shore also factored heavily in daily life aboard the Fabius. A decade later Frederick
Douglass would ask an audience of fellow abolitionists, “What, to the American slave, is
your 4th o f July?”70 Though certainly not slaves, the people o f color forced to share a
separate Independence Day dinner apart from the rest of the Fabius crew, like Douglass,
probably experienced mixed feelings about the holiday.
Being treated differently on account o f race could prove to be an inconvenience,
or even dangerous, depending on the circumstances. In one well-documented case,
historian Nathaniel Philbrick suggests that racial bias played a shocking role in the

68 “Journal of a Voyage on Board the Ship Fabius o f Nantucket to the Pacific Ocean,” Collection 220 Ship’s Logs Collection, Log 384 - Ship Fabius, March 24-25,1842, Nantucket Historical Association
Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts..
69 “Journal o f a Voyage on Board the Ship Fabius of Nantucket to the Pacific Ocean,” Collection 220 Ship’s Logs Collection, Log 384 - Ship Fabius, July 2, 1842, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts..
70 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York and Auburn: Miller, Orton &
Mulligan, 1855), 445.
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survival o f one Nantucket whaleship’s white crew. After a sperm whale struck and sank
the Essex in 1820, the white officers and mixed-race crew divided themselves among the
whaleship’s open whaleboats, beginning a journey o f 4,500 nautical miles across the
Pacific Ocean to reach the coast o f South America. The survivors quickly ran low on
food and water. Only eight o f the twenty whalemen who survived the initial sinking o f
the whaleship made it home alive.71
Although he was not the first member o f the crew to die following the loss o f the
Essex, a black crewmember named Lawson Thomas was the first to be cannibalized by
the survivors. None o f the Essex's black whalemen would survive the ordeal at sea. The
last African American left alive before the survivors were rescued —William Bond, the
steward of the Essex - disappeared with the rest o f Obed Hendricks’s whaleboat crew on
January 29, 1821, never to be seen again. To be sure, the bodies o f white whalemen were
cannibalized too, and one white crewmember was even shot and consumed by survivors
after drawing lots.72 As Philbrick notes, however, “It wasn’t just the fact that the men had
resorted to cannibalism. It was also difficult for Nantucketers to explain why the first four
men to be eaten had been African American.” 73
The Essex stands out as an extreme case o f how racial prejudice could influence
events in the whale fishery. Generally, whalemen were subject to poor treatment
regardless of race if they signed on to the wrong ship. Even so, when black whalemen

71 Philbrick, In the Heart o f the Sea, xiii.
72 For further discussion o f Owen Coffin’s execution after drawing the short piece o f paper, and the
consequences for Nantucket whaling captain George Pollard, Coffin’s cousin, see Philbrick, In the Heart of
the Sea, 174-176,181-182,189,193,211-212, 228.
73 Two surviving whaleboats with five men were rescued on February 18, and February 23, 1821.
Three other survivors who had stayed on Henderson Island were rescued April 9,1821. Philbrick, In the
Heart o f the Sea, 146-147,164-167,170-173, 179,193-195,204, 217-218. For the direct quotation from
Philbrick on the cannibalization of the black whalmen’s bodies, see Philbrick, In the Heart o f the Sea, 217218.
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and other people o f color were the targets o f conflict or violence aboard ship, their roles
and racial identity tend to stand out in the historical record. The 1841 voyage o f the
whaleship Sharon o f Fairhaven, Massachusetts, captained by Howes Norris, offers some
idea o f the brutality known to have taken place in the whale fishery, and the code of
silence that existed regarding the treatment o f whalemen at sea.
Benjamin Clough, one of the Sharon’s officers, wrote in a February 9,1843, letter
to his father that “I would here observe that Capt. Norris has been frequently beating the
steward, Geo. Babcock, a mullato belonging at Newport, R.I., in the most barbarous
manner.” Clough remarked how George Babcock had pleaded with the captain, at one
point saying “O Sir, you will kill me,” only to be punished by being tied in the rigging
where he was given “2 dozen with the double part of 18 yam.” When the steward’s
shipmates came to his rescue, offering him shelter in the forecastle o f the whaleship,
eight o f the whalemen were “put in irons,” with two “seized up and given 2 dozen a
piece” for defying the captain. According to Clough’s account, “we then went back on
our cruising ground and cruised the season, having very bad luck, the Captain beating the
Steward as usual.”74
During the summer o f 1842 circumstances for the beleaguered steward continued
to deteriorate. As Clough noted “this season the Devil appears to have entered our
Captain with double force.” Whatever reason Captain Norris had for brutalizing Babcock,
the beatings continued between July and September, “almost every day, using any
weapon that came to hand,” including a particularly brutal beating on the Fourth of

74 Benjamin Clough to Asa Clough, on board ship Sharon, o f Fairhaven, at sea, February 9,1843, in
Byron Johnson Rees, ed., Nineteenth Century Letters (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1919), 535-536.
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July.75 Although Norris fixated on the steward, Clough mentions that the captain, who
was drunk during much o f the time Clough served with him aboard the Sharon, “was also
in the habit o f pounding the Kanakas” - the Pacific Islanders serving as whalemen on the
ship.76
Norris’s abuse o f Babcock reached a climax on September 1 when the captain
arrived on deck that morning and “sung out for the Steward as usual, which was, where
are you, you damned Nigger you.” Norris set Babcock to work “oiling a couple of brass
guns that stood aft,” and proceeded to beat him when informed that the steward had
stolen some meat the previous evening. Clough observed that the steward was struggling
with basic shipboard chores after the “terrible flogging acrost [s/e] the back” and “a great
many kicks as usual in the temples,” which only enraged Norris further. Norris beat
Babcock until he fell to the deck, “saying Oh Capt. - 1 am dying.” Writing home, Clough

75 Clough noted that Norris “gave him 7 dozen on the back, “ on July 4, 1842, “one on the head and
one on the feet, he being made what is called Spread Eagle, that is, being tied by the rists [sic] so that his
feet could not touch and his legs seized out taut each way. The rope used was hemp whale line.” Clough
was likely referencing the tough rope that connected the whale to the whaleboat via a harpoon. In
Benjamin Clough to Asa Clough, on board ship Sharon, o f Fairhaven, at sea, February 9, 1843, in Rees,
ed., Nineteenth Century Letters, 536.
76 Benjamin Clough to Asa Clough, on board ship Sharon, o f Fairhaven, at sea, February 9,1843, in
Rees, ed., Nineteenth Century Letters, 538.
Logs from New England whaleships make frequent reference to Native Hawaiians or Pacific islanders,
(most often referred to as Kanakas, Kanakers, Canakas, or Canackers in maritime records). The term
“Kanaka” was originally derived from a widely used Polynesian phrase “te enata,” meaning “the men.”
Originally referring specifically to Hawaiian Islanders, the term came to be associated in the whaling
industry with any Pacific Islander.
For examples o f the use o f “Kanaka” to refer to whalemen, see Ship Brewster (Mattapoisett,
Massachusetts), July 31, 1862, Log 91, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic,
Connecticut. Sometimes the catchall name of “John” or “Yankee” would be applied by the logkeeper as in
the case o f the following entry from the whaleship Abraham Barker upon reaching the Sandwich Islands
(Hawaiian Islands), “one Native Deserted name Yankee.” Ship Abraham Barker (New Bedford,
Massachusetts), April 22,1860, Log 99, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic,
Connecticut.
For further discussion o f the participation o f Hawaiians or Pacific Islanders in the New England whale
fishery see Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford,
Massachusetts (Amherst, MA: University o f Massachusetts Press, 2001), 51-53; Frances Ruley Karttunen,
The Other Islanders: People Who Pulled Nantucket's Oars (New Bedford: Spinner Publications, 2005),
100-104; Susan A. Lebo, “Native Hawaiian Whalers in Nantucket, 1820-60,” in Historic Nantucket, Winter
2007, Vol. 56, No. 1,14-16.
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reflected that “so ends as cold-blooded a murder as was ever recorded, being about eight
months taking his life.”77
Near the end, the Sharon's cooper, Andrew White, wrote in his journal that Norris
had called Second Mate Nathan S. Smith, “and told him that he believed the nigger was
dying.” According to White’s account o f Babcock’s death, after the crew witnessed
Babcock “breath his last,” no words were spoken over the body or the usual ritual
followed in committing a body to the deep. White stated that George Babcock, “a colored
Man was taken to the waist and launched overboard without a word o f ceremony or a tear
shed to my knowledge...I hope that he has gone home to Glory may God bless him.” 78
Norris merely recorded the weather in the day’s entry o f the Sharon's log, noting simply
that at “9 A.M. George Babcock died very suddenly - he complained o f having the cramp
- Lat. 1:11 South. Long. 167:00 East.” 79 The Sharon's captain offered no indication o f
what he had done.
Norris never answered in court for his crimes aboard the whaleship Sharon. White
was left hoping that Babcock’s death would “be a warning to Captain Norris and all the
rest o f his Officers on board.”80 After the whaling season ended, twelve men deserted at

77 Benjamin Clough to Asa Clough, on board ship Sharon, o f Fairhaven, at sea, February 9,1843, in
Rees, ed., Nineteenth Century Letters, 537.
78 Andrew White, “Journal of a voyage kept on board Ship Sharon,” September 1,1842, Log 608 Ship Sharon (Fairhaven, Massachusetts), 1841-1845, Nicholson Whaling Collection, Providence Public
Library, Providence, Rhode Island. It is doubtful that White knew George Babcock very well since he
misreported Babcock’s first name in his journal as John. Five whalemen with a first name of John shipped
aboard the Sharon in 1841 and were serving when Babcock died in 1842. See “Crewlist for the voyage
aboard the Sharon," Fairhaven, Massachusetts, May 22, 1841-February 10, 1845, in Whaling Collection
Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library Archives Department, New Bedford, Massachusetts, accessed
August 1,2013, http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/Librarv/Whalin g/vovageDetailS.cfin?vovage=967.
79 Druett, In the Wake o f Madness, 125.
80 Andrew White, “Journal o f a voyage kept on board Ship Sharon,” September 1,1842, Log 608 Ship Sharon (Fairhaven, Massachusetts), 1841-1845, Nicholson Whaling Collection, Providence Public
Library, Providence, Rhode Island.
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Ascension “saying they would not sail with a Murderer.”81 Norris continued to beat the
“Kanaka” (Pacific Islander) whalemen, “we having 6 o f them on board and but 11 o f the
rest o f us.” On November 5, 1842, the “Kanaka” whalemen who had remained aboard the
Sharon while the rest of the crew was hunting whales, took control of the whaleship and
brutally murdered Captain Norris. Once Clough and the rest o f the white crew were able
to regain control o f the ship, and what remained o f Norris’s body was committed to the
sea, the Sharon got underway to fill the rest o f her hold with whale oil and whalebone
before arriving at New Bedford in February 1845.82 The 1842 mutiny, and killing o f
Howes Norris by the “Kanaka” whalemen aboard the Sharon, received widespread
coverage in American newspapers.83 Norris’s brutality, directed toward Babcock and the

81 O f the many men to have deserted during the Sharon's whaling voyage, the cook Henry Mills and
seaman Samuel Leods both made their escape when the ship put in at Rotuma Island in the Pacific Ocean.
Druett, In the Wake o f Madness, 32, 37-38, 99,232. The crewlist for the Sharon simply states that Babcock
“did not return from voyage.” “Crewlist for the voyage aboard the Sharon," Fairhaven, Massachusetts,
May 22, 1841-February 10, 1845, in Whaling Collection Archives, New Bedford Free Public Library
Archives Department, New Bedford, Massachusetts, accessed August 1, 2013, http://www.newbedfordma.gov/Librarv/Whaling/vovageDetailS.cftn?vovage:= 967.
As black members o f the crew, having witnessed the horrifying treatment o f the Sharon’s mulatto
steward George Babcock they were likely in fear o f their lives. Druett, In the Wake o f Madness, 68, 70-74,
76, 80,99,113-116.
82 Starbuck notes only that the Sharon “put into Sydney December 22,1842, the crew having mutinied
and killed Captain Norris.” The Sharon returned to New Bedford on February 10, 1845 with 900 barrels of
sperm whale oil, 1,056 barrels o f right whale oil, and 9,000 pounds o f whalebone in its hold. See Starbuck,
History o f the American Whale Fishery, 376-377. For Benjamin Clough’s description o f Captain Howes
Norris’s death and the mutiny aboard the Sharon, see Benjamin Clough to Asa Clough, on board ship
Sharon, o f Fairhaven, at sea, February 9,1843, in Rees, ed., Nineteenth Century Letters, 538-540. For more
on the mutiny and aftermath, see Druett, In the Wake o f Madness, 147-183, 209-230.
83 Early coverage o f the Sharon mutiny focused on the basic, yet still sensational details o f Norris’s
murder, and the role that Third Mate Benjamin Clough (soon to be promoted to Second Mate) played in
retaking the whaleship. Some o f the later coverage included further testimony by First Mate Thomas H.
Smith (captain following the mutiny) and Second Mate Nathan S. Smith (elevated to First Mate after the
Sharon was retaken) attempting to correct what they called “certain misrepresentations” concerning their
participation in quelling the mutiny. For Thomas H. Smith and and Nathan S. Smith’s accounting of the
Sharon mutiny, see “The Mutiny on Board Ship Sharon,” The Boston Daily Atlas, March 13,1845. For
early coverage o f the Sharon mutiny, see “Ship Sharon,” Boston Daily Evening Transcript, June 27,1843;
“Ship Sharon,” The Boston Daily Atlas, June 27, 1843; “Mutiny on board o f a Whale Ship,” Albany
Evening Journal, June 28, 1843; “The Mutiny on Board the Whale Ship Sharon, of Fairhaven,” Milwaukee
Sentinel, July 15,1843. The same story that first appeared on June 27 also appeared in a number o f other
American newspapers including papers in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Newport, Rhode Island, Portsmouth,
New Hampshire, Charleston, South Carolina, Bennington, Vermont, New Orleans, Louisiana, and
Hallowell, Maine between June 29,1843 and July 8, 1843.
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rest o f the crew during the voyage, would not come to public light during the nineteenth
century.
Norris was not alone in his actions at sea. Between March 30, and July 3, 1853,
the keeper of the logbook for the ship California sailing from New Bedford noted five
instances when Captain Daniel D. Wood acted in a violent manner toward the crew.
Seemingly without cause, on March 30, Wood beat a Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
at the helm of the whaleship with a multi-tailed whip, the logkeeper stating, “Capt Wood
to day made a cat o f 15 lashes he struck a Kanaka while at the wheel 7 times drawing
Blood through his clothes the offence was nothing o f consequince [szc].” Over the course
of two days, Wood cursed the second mate “for cutting a piece o f leather saying if he did
it again he would cut of[f] his ears,” and again “struck a Kanaka at the wheel.” Two
months later, when one o f the members o f the watch below decks came on deck to get
into one o f the whaleboats, “the Captain caught him by the hair and knocked his head
against the side o f the ship a number o f times, pulling his hair hard and tearing his shirt
nearly off.” Wood appeared though to save the worst punishments for the men o f color
serving aboard his ship. In one fit o f rage, Wood threw one “Kanaka” down on deck,
having “knocked him on the head with a handspike kicked him and choked him.” 84
Mariners, on occasion, cited the violent behavior o f the captain or officers to
defend their own actions. In one case heard before the United States Circuit Court in
Boston in 1856, William Bucklin, a “colored seaman, o f New Bedford,” was tried and
convicted in the stabbing death o f James Main, one of the mates aboard his ship.

84 Ship California (New Bedford, Massachusetts), March 30, April 4-5, June 17, July 3,1853, Kendall
Whaling Museum (KWM) Log 509, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford,
Massachusetts.
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Bucklin’s defense in the case centered on his statement that he had been subjected to
“two blows” by Main, “which caused him to retaliate by stabbing him with a sheath
knife.” Main lingered for about a day before succumbing to his wounds, and was unable
to share his side o f the encounter with the captain or ship’s crew. Even so, having been at
the ship’s wheel at the time, and with none o f Bucklin’s other crewmates as witnesses to
the “affray,” Bucklin “was so far believed that he was kept about his usual work until he
arrived in port.”85
That Bucklin, as a “colored seaman,” was allowed to stay on duty for the
remainder o f the voyage when a white officer lay dead, seems to have had a powerful
effect on the outcome o f the case. After having heard Bucklin’s account o f what
happened between himself and Main at the helm o f the ship, “the jury found him guilty o f
manslaughter.”86 While Bucklin’s story was not enough to gain him an acquittal on the
grounds o f self-defense, he avoided conviction on the more serious charge o f murdering a
superior officer. Like the rest o f the crew aboard the ship at the time o f the assault, the
jury found enough evidence at trial to justify the lesser charge, and to some degree
Bucklin’s reaction to his treatment by the officer. The patterns o f violence toward all
whalemen were becoming too egregious to be ignored by the courts.
Because o f their close association with the captain and officers, whalemen who
served as cooks or stewards often experienced the worst treatment when conditions
aboard ship were bad. One captain wrote matter-of-factly in his journal that he “broke the
cooks head for getting rum from the shore contrary to law.”87 In 1851, within days after

85 “Trial for Murder,” New Bedford Republican Standard, June 5,1856.
86 “Trial for Murder,” New Bedford Republican Standard, June 5,1856.
87 Ship Mary Mitchell (Nantucket, Massachusetts), June 20,1836, Collection 220 - Ship’s Logs
Collection, Log 147, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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returning from a more than three-year voyage to the Pacific Ocean, Captain Henry
Tucker of the New Bedford whaleship America was arrested “for an unjustifiable assault
on his cook, a colored man called Montero.”88
Captain Joseph S. Adams o f the Nantucket whaleship Three Brothers treated his
crew, and especially Frances B. Graham, his African American steward from New
Orleans, in a similar manner. The relationship between Adams and the steward grew
increasingly brutal over time, with rum factoring heavily in the violence. After one
“complete drunken row” between the two men, and a beating o f the steward by the
captain that lasted for close to half an hour, the logkeeper remarked that “Old Adams and
the nigger at swords points he watching him like a cat watching a rat.”89
Conditions aboard the vessel were bad enough that several o f the officers lodged a
formal protest with the American consul while in port at Hawaii in December 1852.90
Some of the men followed suit by taking “leg bail” and deserting the ship, forcing the
officers to stand watch to prevent further desertions.91 On May 28, 1853, the captain
again beat Graham “over the head several times” before the steward went below decks.

88 “City Intelligence,” Boston Semi Weekly Courier, June 9,1851. See also Starbuck, History o f the
American Whale Fishery, 452-453.
89 Ship Three Brothers (Nantucket, Massachusetts) June 5, 1852, Collection 220 - Ship’s Logs
Collection, Log 367, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
The journal keeper aboard the Three Brothers noted Adams’s continual problem with liquor: “the old
man for the last two days has been very cross and ugly, haveing [s/c] turned too at his rum bottle again.”
Ship Three Brothers (Nantucket, Massachusetts) April 17, 1853, Collection 220 - Ship’s Logs Collection,
Log 367, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts. See also entries on
May 11, 1852, and August 20, 1852.
90 Ship Three Brothers (Nantucket, Massachusetts) December 2-3, 1852, Collection 220 - Ship’s Logs
Collection, Log 367, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
91 Ship Three Brothers (Nantucket, Massachusetts) January 18, 20-22, 1853, Collection 220 —Ship’s
Logs Collection, Log 367, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
Desertions appear frequently in the records o f nineteenth-century whaling voyages. Lance Davis, Robert
Gallman, and Karen Gleiter have remarked with “Cramped quarters, bad food, tropical heat and Arctic
cold, boredom, the slop chest—it is no wonder that desertion was a major problem in the whaling fleet,” in
Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 50. For further discussion o f desertion and the New Bedford whaling fleet,
see Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 173-174, 193-194.
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The logkeeper noted “no more was the sight of him after that.” At five in the morning,
the mate “gave orders to call the steward (it being the first time he was thought of) to
prepare for breakfast,” only to find “he was a corpse cold and stiff all drawed up and
blood comeing [s/c] from his nose.” Upon being informed o f Graham’s death, Adams
replied, “well he won’t drink no more rum.” After a brief funeral service presided over by
the captain, crewmembers “launched the body to its final resting place,” and the ship
went back to work “as though nothing had happened the old man soon forgot it for he
was soon swearing etc.” 92 A day later, a Sunday no less, the journal keeper reported that
Adams was again “half drunk . . . Oh dear Nantucket.”93 Everyone on the Three
Brother's had to live with an alcoholic, and insulting captain. Graham, because he was
the steward and body servant for the captain, served in a more precarious position, and
ended up dead.
A surviving victim in a later court case brought further attention to the issue o f
mistreating whaling crews. Captain Jeremiah Austin and First Mate Isaac Weston o f the
New Bedford whaleship Betsey Williams both faced charges in Boston’s United States
Commissioner’s Court and United States District Court in 1858, “for putting on shore, on
an uninhabited island o f the Gallipagos [s/c] group, one o f his sailors, a negro named
John Francis.” Francis had suffered “a previous beating from the mate” when Captain
Austin gave the order to maroon Francis:
Put this nigger on shore at Black Rock; don’t stop a minute when you land, and
mind not stave the boat. If you can’t land the nigger without staving the boat,
throw him overboard, and let him get ashore the best way he can.

92 Ship Three Brothers (Nantucket, Massachusetts) May 28, 1853, Collection 220 - Ship’s Logs
Collection, Log 367, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
93 Ship Three Brothers (Nantucket, Massachusetts) May 29, 1853, Collection 220 - Ship’s Logs
Collection, Log 367, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

118

Francis spent the next twenty-six days without food, and only limited supplies, surviving
off “some crabs, snails, and fixing some dry bullock hides which were on the beach.” He
was eventually rescued by a passing ship and brought to the United States consul at
Talcahuano, Chile; there, Francis testified, the American official “put me in the hospital,
where I laid for seven months and a half before I got well.” Asked why he was marooned,
Francis could only answer “Why I was put on shore by the captain I do not know.”94
During the 1854-1858 sailing o f the Betsey Williams, Austin was able to land, or
send home, 300 barrels o f sperm whale oil, 874 barrels o f baleen whale oil, and 800
pounds o f baleen or whalebone - all respectable numbers.95 However, the story of
Austin’s marooning o f a black whaleman would have been well known to people o f color
living in the New Guinea communities o f both major New England whaling ports. Where
the vast majority o f black whalemen and other crew members had to suffer the physical
blows that often came with life in the closed-community o f the whaleship in silence,
Francis lived and gave voice to his tale. This late in the nineteenth century, at a time
when the abolitionist movement was well underway in both Nantucket and New Bedford,
the potential impact o f Austin’s reputation on recruiting men o f color to sail on New
Bedford or Nantucket whaleships appears at least to have been a consideration for
whaling agents. Racism and overt acts of violence toward whaling crews were tolerated,
and even expected in the New England whale fishery, but only to a point. A growing

94 “Terrible Cruelty,” New Hampshire Patriot & State Gazette, October 13, 1858. Additional coverage
o f the case appeared in the New Bedford Republican Standard, July 29, 1858, August 5,1858, August 12,
1858, and October 7,1858. A notice that Jeremiah Austin “was held for examination on the 4th prox., on
complaint for forcing John Francis, a seaman, on shore in a foreign pert,” appeared in July 1858, along
with news that Isaac Weston had been “held for examination Monday morning, on a complaint for
assaulting said Francis.” “Court Record,” Nantucket Weekly Mirror, July 31, 1858.
95 Judith Navas Lund, Whaling Masters and Whaling Voyages Sailingfrom American Ports: A
Compilation o f Sources (Sharon, MA: Kendall Whaling Museum, 2001), 19,408,464.
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number o f court cases in the mid-1800s indicate that violence at sea was no longer
acceptable - whether toward a person of color or any other member o f the crew.
The court ultimately fined Isaac Weston for assaulting John Francis “with an iron
belaying pin, by which the sight o f one eye was destroyed.”96 Soon after, the court
convicted Jeremiah Austin for marooning Francis. Austin received a sentence o f $100 for
his actions, and “was ordered to pay the negro $800 damages” as the result o f a civil
proceeding. Adding to Austin’s embarrassment, a Boston newspaper made it widely
known that he belonged “to a family very zealous in their support o f abolition principles.
His father is Isaac Austin, Esq., one o f the most influential abolitionists in Nantucket.”97
Isaac Austin figured prominently in Nantucket’s antislavery conventions, and served as
one of the agents for William Lloyd Garrison’s abolitionist newspaper the Liberator.98
What Isaac Austin thought of his son’s actions, the record does not reveal.
Public opinion in the rest o f Nantucket appears to have been divided over whether
the courts had decided the case correctly. One Nantucket newspaper suggested that “the
negro in question was a rebellious and dangerous man on shipboard” who the crew
feared, refusing even to live with Francis in the foc’sle o f the Betsey Williams. Some
whaling captains came to Jeremiah Austin’s defense, with the article noting “shipmasters
generally are o f the opinion that Capt. A. pursued the proper course under the
circumstances.”99 In spite o f the best efforts of friends who defended Austin’s reputation,

96 “The Sailor Abandoned on a Deserted Island,” Albany Journal, October 8,1858. For reference to
Isaac Weston’s part in the case, and subsequent $50 fine, see “An Inhuman Shipmaster,” New York
Tribune, October 14, 1858.
A belaying pin was a wooden or metal pin used to tie down a sailing ship’s ropes along the pin-rail of
the whaleship. With the ropes tied off when not in use, quickly pulling the belaying pin from the rail would
release the rope in an emergency situation.
97 “Terrible Cruelty,” New Hampshire Patriot & State Gazette, October 13,1858.
98 See Nantucket Islander, August 14,1841; Liberator, August 20, 1841, September 2, 1842.
99 Nantucket Inquirer, October 15,1858.
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however, his career as a whaling captain was ruined after he was found criminally
responsible for having marooned Francis.
Austin only turns up in maritime records twice as master. Before sailing as
captain of the Betsey Williams, Austin led the whaleship Emma, sailing between 1851
and 1853. Without a surviving log or journal for the Betsey Williams, Austin’s earlier
stint as a whaling captain offers the only clues as to what led the captain to maroon a
black crewmember in the Galapagos Islands. Evidence would suggest that Jeremiah
Austin had a reputation for treating his crews badly.
As was common during the whaling era, news made its way back from the
whaling grounds to New England via returning ships, letters, and word o f mouth. Rodney
French, the owner o f the Emma, would have read with interest, along with other New
Bedford residents, the letter reporting the whaling vessel “as having been set on fire and
burned to the waters edge in the harbor of Paita [Peru] on the night of Oct 14, 1853,” with
only the “Boats, chains, + anchors saved.” 100 Austin had filled 650 barrels o f sperm
whale oil before the vessel was “Burned by the crew” around midnight with a near total
loss o f its cargo.101 With hundreds o f barrels o f whale oil stowed away in the hold o f the
vessel to fuel the flames, there was little Austin or any of the rest o f the crew could have
done to save the whaleship.102

100 Dennis Wood, “Abstracts of Whaling Voyages from the United States, 1831-1873,” Vol. 2, 18451853, Part 1, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, 189.
Rodney French was a well-known New Bedford resident and abolitionist He served as New Bedford’s
mayor from 1853 to 1854.
101 “Loss o f Bark Emma,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 14, 1853; Starbuck, History o f the American
Whale Fishery, 478-479.
102 Austin later sent word back to New Bedford that he had managed to recover thirty-five barrels of
sperm whale and blackfish oil from the wreck to be sold at auction, along with some o f the salvaged ship’s
equipment. “Paita, Oct. 28th,” Nantucket Inquirer, December 5, 1853.
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A letter dated October 15, stated that “two o f her crew had been put in irons for
running away; one o f them had threatened to set fire to the vessel for his revenge upon
the captain and officers, and is supposed to be the person who committed the act.”103 The
incident was a devastating loss for Austin, the owner of the Emma, and the whalemen
who had watched their hard-won earnings burn in Paita harbor. In spite o f Austin’s
mistreatment o f the Emma's whalemen, and the loss o f the whaleship, he was still able to
sail the following year as captain o f the Betsey Williams.104 Austin survived losing the
Emma, only to find on his next whaling voyage that some attitudes toward officers, and
their treatment o f whalemen, were shifting.
Moral and ethical considerations certainly factored into the selection o f whaleship
officers, but the most pressing matter for whaling agents was still the ability to turn a
profit. No whaleman wanted to face the prospect o f being marooned with little hope for
rescue. Undoubtedly the visibility o f the actions taken by Austin and Weston aboard the
Betsey Williams were bad for business. Violence at sea had become so common in the
nineteenth-century maritime economy, that the American judicial system had no choice
but to take action to protect mariners o f all races. Although the flogging or whipping of
sailors as a means o f punishment had been outlawed in the United States since 1850, the

103 “Loss o f Bark Emma,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 14, 1853.
104 The Emma's log book, kept by Austin, contains entries from December 11, 1851, when the
whaleship “left the Wharf at N Bedford and under took to get to sea,” to a final entry on May 2, 1853, five
months prior to the incident in Paita harbor, Peru. A violent incident in February 1852, involving one Irish
member o f the crew having “knocked one o f the other men down with the cooks axe,” led Austin to confide
in the log, “I find that he has threatened the lives o f several o f his shipmates I am not an advocate of
whipping and this is the first man I ever flogged but I feel no compunction o f conscience about i t ” Despite
Austin’s professed hesitance to turn to flogging as punishment, he tied up the offender in the rigging and
flogged him three separate times, once in full view o f the whole crew. Austin later wrote in the entry, “I
have got him in irons,” and “I mean to feed him on bread and water a while and keep him in confinement
and the first opportunity I will put him on shore.” Bark Emma (New Bedford, Massachusetts) February 5,
1852, Kendall Whaling Museum (KWM) Log 713, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New
Bedford, Massachusetts.
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practice appears to have continued unabated.105 An 1863 case heard before the United
States District Court in Boston highlighted the federal court’s predicament over the
practice o f whipping sailors. The judge expressed significant reservations about the anti
flogging law at the heart of the sailor’s complaint, primarily on the grounds that “the law
was passed by men who knew nothing o f the practical management o f seamen.” The
court ultimately awarded the man $60, and costs, for having been flogged, arguing, “the
masters o f whaleships manifested a disposition to defy the law and the court....this law
against flogging, while it remained on the statute book, should be enforced, and that the
penalty o f its violation would be increased in form and severity until obedience is
yielded.” 106 In part because captains were overtly challenging the law, the courts were
willing to enforce newly passed laws protecting seamen.
Another case in the 1860s involving a New Bedford whaleship highlighted the
evolving attitude of the courts toward the treatment o f whalemen. George S. Tooker,
captain of the whaleship Mercury, was issued a $100 fine in San Francisco, and
sentenced to three months in a county court, “for withholding proper nourishment from
John Adams, one o f his crew.” U.S. District Court Judge Ogden Hoffman argued that
“these outrages by American captains were o f too frequent occurrence, and owing to their
frequency made the American service a disgrace to its country. It was the duty o f the
Courts to see that they were broken up, and he would do his best in assisting to wipe out
this stain upon our maritime character.” Even though a newspaper account o f the case
noted there had not been many convictions to date for crimes like the one committed by

105 Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 197.
106 Whalemen's Shipping List, January 27,1863, quoted in Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 197.
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Captain Tooker, there was little doubt among the observers at the time that the “illtreatment o f seamen was carried to an alarming extent.” 107
Heightened visibility o f cases o f violence toward whalemen offered a path not
only to seaman’s reform, but also a powerful tool in the overall struggle for greater social
equality. All whalemen had to face the possibility of choosing a ship captained by men o f
the worst sort. Whether whipped as a slave on a southern plantation, or flogged while
bound in the rigging o f a New England whaleship, such treatment had particular
resonance for African Americans. Whaling was a hard life, complicated for people o f
color by the constant reminders o f racial identity evident in whaling records. For black
Americans struggling to reverse the expectation that they were destined to occupy a
position in American life short o f full citizenship, change would have to encompass both
an end to slavery, and guarantees o f equal treatment in their own lives.
The findings against Austin and Weston came after the United States Supreme
Court rendered its decision against Dred Scott in Dred Scott v. Sandford (1857). Chief
Justice Roger B. Taney argued that both slaves and free blacks descended from slaves
were not citizens o f the United States. Since Africans and African Americans were not
considered citizens when the Constitution was adopted and ratified, they were in the
opinion o f the Chief Justice not entitled to the rights of national citizenship, even when
some states had taken action to grant a wider definition o f citizenship in the early 1800s:
We must not confound the rights o f citizenship which a State may confer within
its own limits, and the rights o f citizenship as a member o f the Union. It does not
by any means follow, because he has all the rights and privileges o f a citizen o f a
State, that he must be a citizen o f the United States. He may have all the rights

107 “Cruelty to a Seamen,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 1, 1866. For information on the
1863-1867 voyage o f the whaleship Mercury, see Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 592593.
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and privileges o f the citizen o f a State, and yet not be entitled to the rights and
privileges of a citizen in any other State.108
The Supreme Court’s ruling now meant that a person of color shipping aboard an
American whaleship, and sailing under the flag o f the United States o f America, would
not be considered an American citizen, even though he might be considered a citizen o f
one o f the states in the Union. Although this sweeping reinterpretation o f citizenship
largely applied to the questions o f slavery and popular sovereignty in the context o f the
sectional crisis, the ruling affected countless whalemen who, many miles from American
shores, were now in essence men without a country.
The year following Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger Taney’s devastating
opinion in 1857 against Dred Scott, and all other African Americans, the crimes
committed against John Francis on the Betsey Williams were nevertheless shocking
enough for the Boston courts to rule in his favor. Nor did the Supreme Court’s ruling
discourage other people o f color from going to sea. Shipping out of the district o f New
Bedford in 1858, people o f color continued to walk to the U.S. Custom House on the
waterfront to fill out seamen’s protection certificates, establishing their identity as
American citizens.109

108 Judgment in the U.S. Supreme Court Case Dred Scott v. John F.A. Sanford, March 6, 1857; Case
Files 1792-1995; Record Group 267, Records o f the Supreme Court of the United States, National
Archives.
109 American mariners had dealt with the threat o f impressments and being forced into the service o f
the British navy since the earliest years o f the republic. Congress had responded on May 28,1796, with
“An act for the relief and protection o f American seamen.” One of the provisions o f the act called for the
creation o f seamen’s protection certificates with the intention to prevent the impressments o f American
citizens: “The collector o f every district shall keep a book or books, in which, at the request o f any seaman,
being a citizen of the United States o f America, and producing proof o f his citizenship, authenticated in the
manner hereinafter directed, he shall enter the name of such seaman, and shall deliver to him a
certificate.. .And it shall be the duty o f the collectors aforesaid, to file and preserve the proofs o f
citizenship, produced as aforesaid.” See “An Act for the Protection and Relief o f American Seamen,” May
28, 1796, in Laws o f the United States o f America, from the 4th o f March, 1789, to the 4th o f March, 1815:
including the Constitution o f the United States, the old Act of Confederation, treaties, and many other
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Through this seemingly minor act, people o f color reaffirmed their belief that no
matter what the Supreme Court said, they too were citizens o f the United States of
America.110 For many whalemen thousands o f miles away from American shores, the
papers they carried, and the flag flying from the stem o f the whaleship, were profound
symbols o f both their national and personal identity. African American whalemen, some
of them free, and some undoubtedly runaway slaves, along with other people of color,
purposefully laid claim to the national identity that Taney and so many other white
Americans attempted to strip from them, both before and after the Dred Scott decision.
Whether in the North or South, the antebellum American economy had long
depended upon enslaved and free blacks as a key source o f agrarian, industrial, and
maritime labor. The integrated whaling crews o f the early 1800s reflected the growing
reliance in Nantucket and New Bedford early in the nineteenth century on people o f
African ancestry and other “men o f color”— Portuguese whalemen from the Azores, and
Pacific Islanders in particular—for a steady supply o f labor.111 Accepted early on as an

valuable ordinances and documents, with copious notes and references, Volume 2 (John Bioren and W.
John Duane, Philadelphia, and R.C. Weightman, Washington City, 1815), 549.
Since that time American whalemen and other mariners had visited custom houses, including the U.S.
Custom House in New Bedford following its construction in the 1830s, to establish their identity as
American citizens. Because o f the physical detail required to establish the identity o f an individual mariner
- complexion, hair color, eye color, tattoos, and other features - the racial identity o f individual mariners
can be reconstructed with some degree o f certainty from surviving seamen’s protection certificates.
110 New Bedford Customs House, Seamen’s Protection Papers, January 22, 1858 - August 21, 1858,
New Bedford Free Public Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
111 Aside from various references by white authors in maritime records to African Americans, many
continued to take note o f other whalemen who were considered “outsiders” or “other” throughout the
nineteenth century. One journal keeper made the distinction between Portuguese men from the Azores
aboard his whaleship and white whalemen by stating on June 15, 1856, “This morning the Portuguese have
gone ashore till noon —and the Yankees will go this afternoon.” A later entry on January 12, 1858,
references the Pacific Islanders or “Kanakas” who shipped aboard American whalers, and the discord that
sometimes broke out aboard ship between different groups of whalemen after many months together at sea
- “Still gamming with the ‘Brewster’ They have had quite a tragedy on board - one o f their sailors a
Kanaka attempted to kill all the Portuguese on the ship - he succeeded in stabbing 5 of them 2 quite
seriously.” Bark Clara Bell (Mattapoisett, Massachusetts), Log 164, G.W. Blunt White Research Library,
Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
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essential part of the whaling industry in nineteenth-century America, mariners o f color
gained new opportunities from the growing demand for their services, yet the conditions
whalemen of African descent faced remained challenging. The whaling industry was far
from enlightened in its treatment o f black labor. Presented with few better economic
alternatives to the whale fishery, African American whalemen and their families were
forced to carefully negotiate interracial exchanges both at sea and on land.
During the mid-1800s, at the same time that the courts appeared to be addressing
the violent treatment o f whalemen, people o f color encountered a new problem in the
whale fishery. The New England whale fishery began to change in the 1840s and 1850s,
with the diversity o f whaling crews in decline. Examples o f black whaling captains and
all-black crews earlier in the nineteenth century gave way to a new reality, one dominated
by white mariners. Aside from the possibility o f racial prejudice, the decline o f Nantucket
as a whaling port in the mid-1800s likely contributed just as much to this gradual shift
away from black crews.112 With fewer whaleships sailing, fewer whalemen were needed.
Given the choice, white ship owners and whaling agents moved away from the
integrated whaling crews that had made the early whale fishery financially successful.
Whaling agents paid their crews less over time, and as such, turned toward recruiting
inexperienced, and uneducated men, many o f them white.113 Confronted with the

112 For a comprehensive discussion o f the declining number o f black mariners in the middle to latenineteenth century, see Bolster, Blackjacks, 215-232.
113 As revealed in the examination o f whaling records from New Bedford by economic historians
Lance Davis, Robert Gallman, and Karin Gleiter, from 1840 to 1866, the whale fishery saw a marked
decline in productivity, and “gradually increasing proportions o f unskilled and illiterate workers among
crews.” Overall analysis o f the evidence “conclusively demonstrates that, by a traditional definition, the
quality o f whaling crews deteriorated over at least two decades preceding the Civil War.” Davis, In Pursuit
o f Leviathan, 190,195.
For data, see Table 5.12, “Crew and Voyage Characteristics, All Grounds, New Bedford Whaling
Voyages, Sailing Years 1840-1858 and 1866,” Davis, In Pursuit o f Leviathan, 191-192.
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mounting challenges that came from making a living at sea, and the diminishing
opportunities available over time in the whale fishery, people o f color facing an uncertain
future sought to change the conditions under which they lived on shore. Aware o f the
ongoing debates about slavery and equal rights across America, black whalemen and
others focused their attention on reform. To fully lay claim to their identity as American
citizens, people o f color tied to the whaling industry turned to taking action on a host of
social issues, including the abolition o f slavery.
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CHAPTER 4
AGENTS OF CHANGE

The life that Frederick Douglass encountered upon his arrival in New Bedford
was one o f stark contrasts. African Americans like Douglass had escaped slavery only to
be confronted with the maze o f opportunities and inequality that existed in the whaling
industry. Free people o f color and fugitive slaves alike had long endured the reality that
they were vital to the financial viability o f the whaling industry but unwelcome as equal
members o f American society. This realization soon gave rise to activism and reform in
the mixed-race communities to be found in Nantucket and New Bedford. Drawn together
by whaling, horrified by some of what they saw happening in the Deep South and on the
whaleships that left their homeports, and tired o f being treated as second class citizens

when they walked the streets of their communities, Douglass and others took direct
action.
In spite o f the privations he experienced during his first winter in New Bedford
Douglass felt that he “had not done a foolish thing to leave Master Hugh and Master
Thomas to whom he had been enslaved in Maryland. I was now living in a new world,
and was wide awake to its advantages.” In fact, fairly soon after he arrived and
established himself on the waterfront Douglass began to acquaint himself with
likeminded individuals in search o f social change. Douglass started attending, and
participating, in “meetings of the colored people o f New Bedford,” and found that he was
“somewhat amazed to see colored men drawing up resolutions and offering them for
consideration.” These early gatherings brought him together with fellow “colored young
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men” who lived in the whaling port, many o f whom were educated, and “gave promise o f
great usefulness” in Douglass’s estimation.1
Within a matter o f months, Douglass also came into contact with William Lloyd
Garrison’s abolitionist newspaper The Liberator, what Douglass described as “a paper
after my own heart,” and one that “took its place with me next to the bible.”2 Fugitive
slaves who completed the journey north to walk the streets o f New Bedford and
Nantucket, and even free people o f color who were newcomers to the community, likely
shared experiences like those o f Douglass. The diversity o f opinion and relative openness
to social reform must have come as a welcome relief.
Such impressions were tempered by the day-to-day realities o f continuing to live
in an unequal society. Douglass himself remarked on the difficulty o f finding a church
that accepted people of color on an equal footing. Left with few options in the
predominantly white houses o f worship in New Bedford, he finally settled on joining “a
small body of colored Methodists, known as the Zion Methodists.”3 Whether in the
workplace, or within social institutions, people o f color who otherwise found a safe
haven in New Bedford and Nantucket encountered the boundaries o f acceptance, and the
privileges of whiteness, wherever they looked.
In addition to ending slavery, social reformers, many o f whom were African
American, recognized the necessity o f changing prevailing attitudes toward people of
color. African American newspapers, and publications by white abolitionists such as
Garrison’s newspaper, did much to promote this mission. They offered a remarkably

1 Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York and Auburn: Miller, Orton &
Mulligan, 1855), 350.
2 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 354.
3 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 353.
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progressive view o f the contributions of people of color to American society, and the
issues faced by the black community. Such publications were eclipsed, however, by the
mainstream newspapers o f the day in terms both o f readership and o f impact on
prevailing views. Newspaper stories from outside and within the community largely
reinforced negative racial stereotypes, and in fact constituted part of the problem that
social reformers confronted.
During the 1820s, for example, Nantucket’s only major newspaper presented a
troubling picture of people o f color. As was common in this era, the Nantucket Inquirer
often reprinted stories from newspapers in other parts o f the country. An article appeared
in one issue from the early 1820s attacking blacks as corrupt, evil, and irredeemable. “It
is a melancholy fact,” reported a New York paper, “that scarce a day passes by, in which
we do not read o f murder or other felonies committed by the blacks; and it is a matter o f
serious consideration for jurists to devise in what way a remedy can be found for this
alarming evil.”4 Despite the fact that these crimes were not occurring in New England,
news stories and editorials like this one nevertheless contributed to the views o f white
society toward its own diverse population. The press maintained that “even in the non
slave holding states, our jails are filled with coloured criminals,” with the root cause
“their moral condition.” The article concluded by stating, that even if slavery were to be
abolished, “it is a subject o f regret which leaves but little hope o f alleviation, that the
consequences remain, long after the cause is removed.”5

4 “By the Last Mails,” Nantucket Inquirer, August 2,1821.
5 “By the Last Mails,” Nantucket Inquirer, August 2,1821. Acts that sent some African Americans or
other people o f color to jail around the country sometimes made it into the weekly news summary.
According to one account from the Nantucket Inquirer, August 30,1821, “recently in Virginia an armed
black man, made attempts on several women. He fired a gun at two who escaped from him, one o f whom
was severely wounded.” An incident that occurred in Nantucket seemingly validated the reporting of such
news. The March 28,1822 edition o f the Nantucket Inquirer reported on a rash of incidents taking place in
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Alongside the sensational stories o f murder and mayhem perpetrated by blacks
across the United States appeared the occasional article portraying the same body of
Americans in a different light. Because o f the diversity o f the population involved in
maritime affairs, the news covered in seaside newspapers sometimes ventured into areas
of interest to people o f color. Years after the official end to the Atlantic slave trade in
1808, subscribers to Nantucket’s newspaper read about how the slave trade continued to
Brazil, Spanish-controlled territory in the Americas, and even to the United States on a
much smaller scale.6 Efforts to halt the illegal slave trade in 1821 resulted in orders being
issued “for fitting out the U.S. brig Spark, to be employed in the suppression o f the Slave
Trade.”7

the community for which there were no initial suspects. “A few evenings ago about 10 o’clock, a house in
this town was entered through a window from the street, and a box o f figs stolen,” a seemingly isolated
event. In subsequent days, two other homes were also broken into and a box o f cigars as well as a great coat
were stolen. The series o f home invasions culminated when, “a few evenings ago an old lady was attacked
in the street by two black men, who took away her shawl, as was supposed were attempting to take a string
o f gold beads from her neck.” The victim was able to get away unharmed “when [the two black men] were
observed by a person passing and made their escape.” The Nantucket Inquirer explained its reporting o f the
story as a means “to put people on their guard.” With racial bias already prevalent, this story likely
frightened Nantucket’s black population at least as much, if not more, than the white islanders who were
apparently the intended targets o f the robberies.
6 Estimates o f the number of Africans forcibly transported to the Americas during the transatlantic
slave trade vary widely. Extensive analysis o f archival records continues to suggest that somewhere in the
vicinity o f 500,000 Africans were imported between 1619 and 1860 to the British North American
colonies, and later the United States. Most transatlantic slave trading to the United States ended when the
legal abolition of the trade went into effect in 1808. The illegal slave trade to the United States continued
on a much smaller scale between 1808 and 1860, with only about 8,365 slaves heading to the United States
during that time. On average, this meant that only a few hundred Africans per year landed in America
between the legal abolition o f the slave trade and the start o f the Civil War.
Much o f the slave trading that continued after 1808 centered on Brazil and the Spanish Americas.
Between 1501 and 1866, a total o f 1,591,245 African slaves embarked for Spanish-controlled areas in the
Americas, with 860,859 o f those slaves embarking for the region between 1800 and 1866.
It is estimated that an additional 5,532,118 African slaves embarked for Brazil via the transatlantic
slave trade between 1561 and 1856, with 2,367,329 o f those Africans embarking for Brazil from 1800 to
1850, and an additional 8,812 embarking in the years 1851-1856. Brazil saw a dramatic drop-off in slave
trading following the country’s agreement to cooperate in suppression of the trade during the 1850s.
For full data and estimates o f African slaves embarking for, and disembarking in, British North
America, the Spanish Americas, and Brazil, along with the Caribbean and other regions impacted by the
transatlantic slave trade, see “Estimates o f the Slave Trade,” Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade
Database, http://www.slavevovages.org/tast/assessment/estimates.faces. accessed January 23, 2015.
7 “By the Last Mails,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 6, 1821. For book length treatments o f the illegal
Atlantic slave trade and its attempted suppression by the United States navy’s African, Brazil, and Home
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News o f the continuation of the slave trade would not have been limited to the
press. Due to the route used to reach the whaling grounds in the Indian and Pacific
Oceans, New England whaleships crossed paths with slave ships plying the waters
between Africa and the Americas. Captain Henry Eldridge o f the whaleship Oregon,
sailing from Fairhaven, Massachusetts, encountered what appears to have been just such
a ship during his whaling cruise in 1853. Having sighted a ship on the horizon, Captain
Eldridge set a course for the vessel in the hope he might be able to send letters home.
Later in the morning Eldridge welcomed Captain Lawton “onboard from the Barque
Eiphenstow, so called, in want o f a few small stores.” Eldridge complied with the request,
and gave Lawton “a very few” provisions from the Oregon's stores, noting in his log,
“she had onboard about 150 passengers, as fraite [s/c] I expect for they was as black as
ever was a tar pot.8 The ship Captain Eldridge and his crew encountered in the Atlantic
Ocean, somewhere between Africa and the northeast coast o f South America, was
actually the Elphinstone. Most o f the “fraite” were indentured servants. Surviving source
material strongly suggests, however, that others were slaves hidden among the legitimate
“cargo” o f indentured servants.9
New England whalers also came across the occasional American warship
assigned to intercept slavers off the coasts o f Africa and Brazil. A little more than a

Squadrons, see William Edward Burghardt DuBois, The Suppression o f the African Slave-Trade to the
United States o f America, 1638-1870 (New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 18%); C. Herbert Gilliland,
Voyage to a Thousand Cares: Master's Mate Lawrence with the African Squadron, 1844-1846 (Annapolis,
MD: Naval Institute Press, 2004); Donald L. Canney, Africa Squadron: The U.S. Navy and the Slave Trade,
1842-1861 (Washington, D.C.: Potomac Books, 2006); see also Marcus Rediker, The Slave Ship: A Human
History (New York: Penguin Books, 2007), 10, 340-341.
8 Ship Oregon (Fairhaven, Massachusetts), October 20,1853, Old Dartmouth Historical Society
(ODHS) Log 574, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
9 Monica Schuler, “Kru Emigration to British and French Guiana, 1841-1857,” in Paul E. Lovejoy, ed.,
Africans in Bondage: Studies in Slavery and the Slave Trade (Madison: University o f Wisconsin Press,
1986), 165,170-173, 179,190-191.
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month out of Stonington, Connecticut, the lookout stationed at the bow o f the whaleship
Charles Phelps “Cried Sail ho” when “a very bright light appeared to be onboard a ship
sailing to the SW.” The officer of the watch called the captain on deck to help determine
the source of the light. After taking “a peep at her with his spy glass,” the captain
confirmed that the light was coming from a ship, and “thought it likely to be the 74
Columbus which left port praya 9 days previous to cruise for vessels employed in
carrying slaves to the Southern States.”10 The USS Columbus, a 74 gun ship o f the line,
was indeed on its way to serve as the flagship for the United States Navy’s Brazil
Squadron.11
With the volume of shipping entering and leaving the harbors at Nantucket and
New Bedford on a yearly basis, word o f continued slave trading must have reached the
homeports for New England’s whale fishery from various additional sources.12 American

10 Ship Charles Phelps (Stonington, Connecticut), October 2,1842, Log 141,1842-1844, G.W. Blunt
White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
The 74 gun USS Columbus was known to have resupplied at Porto Praya, Cape Verde, in 1842, the
location o f the United States Navy’s African Squadron supply depot, around the time the whaleship
Charles Phelps had been in the same area. For USS Columbus' s service record (1819-1861), see Paul H.
Silverstone, The Sailing Navy, 1775-1854 (New York: Routledge, 2006), 24. For more on the use o f Porto
Praya, Cape Verde, as the African Squadron’s supply depot, see Canney, Africa Squadron, 46-49, 52-53,
218,223,225.
11 USS Columbus had served as flagship for the Mediterranean Squadron in 1842, and was set to serve
as the flagship for the Brazil Squadron from 1843 to 1844. Silverstone, The Sailing Navy, 24.
12 Newspapers like the Nantucket Warder regularly reported on such news, as in the case o f “Another
Slaver” taken “last summer,” the schooner Pautuxent seized off the coast of Africa by the United States
navy’s sloop-of-war Yorktown. See Nantucket Warder, February 21, 1846. The National Archives has in its
collections both the March 30,1846 subpoena establishing probable cause against Captain Nathaniel T.
Davis o f the Patuxent, and outlining “acknowledgments of bail and affidavits,” as well as William
Chandler’s March 17, 1846 deposition (U.S.S. Yorktown) outlining the evidence of the Patuxent “carrying
on slave trade.” While many newspaper accounts focused on the taking o f slavers, and subsequent legal
proceedings, attention also centered on the conditions aboard such ships. For example, see “Inside o f a
Slave Ship,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 10, 1831.
As late as 1860, residents of Nantucket were reading about the continued actions o f the African
Squadron against illegal slave trading in the island’s newspaper. The Nantucket Weekly Mirror reported
news o f the USS Constellation's capture o f the slaver Cora off the coast o f Africa with 600 Africans on
board. The rescued slaves were sent to Monrovia, Liberia, and the slaver sent to the United States, the ship
having originally departed from New York. See “Another Slaver Captured,” Nantucket Weekly Mirror,
December 15,1860.
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warships assigned to the African and Brazil squadrons, and their more numerous
counterparts in the British Navy, faced a nearly impossible task in stopping the illegal
trade o f African slaves to the Americas.13 In an article reprinted in the Nantucket Inquirer
in 1830, John Brown Russwurm, editor o f the Liberia Herald, challenged the notion
maintained by the United States and Europe that the slave trade had stopped, arguing if
an American or European could “witness the daily passage o f slavers up and down the
coast; and see what many o f our citizens have, hundreds o f their fellow-men, actually in
chains, on board; he would then begin to think that the traffic was far from being
discontinued.” 14
Subject to their own trials at sea when they encountered racial bias or poor
treatment aboard ship, African Americans expressed outrage that the transatlantic slave
trade continued in any part o f the world. At a meeting held in New York City in 1859, a
group of black ministers and members o f the public gathered to discuss southern

13 Between 1844 and 1861 the United States African Squadron captured thirty-six slave ships, with six
more taken by the Brazil Squadron, and nine by the Home Squadron off o f Cuba - an average of three slave
ships stopped per year during active American involvement in interdicting the illegal Atlantic slave trade.
See Canney, Africa Squadron, 222-223, 233-234.
Historian Donald L. Canney has suggested three primary reasons for the inefficiency o f the African
Squadron - continued reliance on ships of sail when steamships were available, the location o f the
squadron depot well o ff station, and neglect by Secretaries o f the United States Navy. See Canney, Africa
Squadron, 222-227. With regard to the location o f the African Squadron’s supply depot in the Cape Verde
islands, Canney argues “The travel to and from the latter, as has been seen, probably reduced the typical
time on station by at least 25 percent for the squadron’s ships.” Canney, Africa Squadron, 223. As a
consequence o f the depot being located well away from the African coast, slave ships had ample
opportunity to break through the American “blockade” and make it out to open waters.
It is generally accepted that the British Royal Navy’s West Africa Squadron met with greater success
than the U.S. squadrons tasked with suppressing the Atlantic slave trade. Starting with its formation in 1819
the British navy’s West Africa Squadron was able to harass Spanish, Portuguese, and to a lesser extent
American slave ships. Limited by treaty constraints and lack o f resources the British Royal Navy was
nevertheless only able to liberate approximately 160,000 o f the 2.7 million Africans shipped aboard slave
ships between 1811 and 1867. See Kenneth Morgan, Slavery and the British Empire: From Africa to
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 202.
14 “Liberia,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 15, 1830. Before moving to Liberia to take on work for the
American Colonization Society, and editing the colony’s newspaper, the editor o f the Inquirer noted that
Russwurm was “a (colored) graduate o f Bowdoin College, and late editor o f Freedom’s Journal in New
York.”
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proposals to legally re-open the transatlantic slave trade.15 One o f the speakers was the
Rev. J. B. Smith, of New Bedford’s Third Christian Church.16 Smith spoke about “the
dangers and duties o f colored American citizens at the present time,” arguing that people
of color had to petition Congress, challenge the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott decision o f
1857 that had stripped away their rights as citizens, and “awaken to the dangers resulting
from the African Slave Trade.” 17 Specifically, Smith denounced “the evils which had
sprung from their former condition” as slaves, “and from which they were not yet entirely
free.” Smith and others attending the meeting believed there were direct ties between the
continuation o f the slave trade, even on a limited basis, and the inequality faced by
African Americans in the United States. Smith argued that unless African Americans
fought for the end o f the slave trade, and “elevated” Africa, “they would remain
depressed.” 18
Continued slave trading on the Atlantic aroused the concern o f some whites as
well. The strong influence of the Society o f Friends and persistence o f Quaker principles

15 A number o f scholars have examined attempts, by a limited number of southern politicians, to restart
the legal Atlantic slave trade in the years leading up to the American Civil War. For examples, see Barton
J. Berstein, “Southern Politics and Attempts to Reopen the African Slave Trade,” The Journal o f Negro
History 51, no. 1 (January 1966): 16-35; Manish Sinha, “Judicial Nullification: The South Carolinian
Movement to Reopen the African Slave Trade in the 1850s,” in Black Imagination and the Middle Passage,
eds., Maria Diedridi, Henry Louis Gates Jr., and Carl Pedersen (New York: Oxford University Press,
1999), 127-137.
16 Rev. J. B. Smith’s church had been organized in 1826 as the African Christian Church. The name
was changed in 1840 to the Third Christian Church, and later to the Free-Will Baptist Church. See, Duane
Hamilton Hurd, History o f Bristol County, Massachusetts, with Biographical Sketches o f many o f its
Pioneers and Prominent Men (Philadelphia: J. W. Lewis & Co., 1883), 93-94.
The Third Christian Church was one o f five black Christian churches established in New Bedford
during the antebellum period. One source notes “this was a church o f colored persons in the city o f New
Bedford. It was connected with the Quarterly Meeting for about two years. Its pastor, meanwhile, was Rev.
J. B. Smith.” See, The Freewill Baptist Quarterly, Vol. 14, January 1866, No. 1 (Dover, NH: Freewill
Baptist Printing Establishment, William Burr, Printer, 1866), 348.
17 “Re-Opening o f the Slave-Trade,” Frederick Douglass ’ Paper, January 7, 1859. Another person in
attendance at the meeting emphasized Smith’s argument about “the dangers awaiting colored citizens,
event at the North, should the African slave-trade continue.” See “Selected. Re-Opening o f the SlaveTrade,” Frederick Douglass ’ Paper, January 7, 1859.
18 “Re-Opening o f the Slave-Trade,” Frederick Douglass’ Paper, January 7, 1859.
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well into the nineteenth century meant that the whaling communities of Nantucket and
New Bedford were inclined to accept antislavery principles. A number o f prominent
white residents were thoroughly enmeshed in the abolitionist movement by mid-century.
One Nantucket resident wrote in particular about an aspect o f Quaker living that she did
not find to her liking. “I remember we had to eat ‘free labor sugar,’ which the slaves did
not make, and nasty stuff it was,” she recalled, “I don’t know where it came from.” 19 This
small sacrifice might aid the abolitionist cause, but prejudice toward people o f color
living within the community continued.
As early as 1829, Nantucket’s people o f color were taking up the cause of
abolition on their own in order to address inequality, as well as slavery itself. The
Nantucket Inquirer reported on an “Abolition Jubilee” that took place in New Guinea in
July of that year, organized by Nantucket’s “African Society.” Led by the Rev. Jacob
Perry, who served as pastor o f the society, and Nantucket’s African Meeting House, the
group celebrated the day “in commemoration o f the principles which extend equal rights
to all.”20 A dinner prepared “in fine style” was followed by a procession, “accompanied

19 Deborah Coffin Hussey Adams, “Memories Written in San Francisco in 1917,” Collection 138Hussey Family Papers 1703-1907, Folder 5.50, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
20 “Abolition Jubilee,” Nantucket Inquirer, July 18, 1829. The same newspaper had earlier deemed
Rev. Perry “an intelligent and worthy man o f colour” in its coverage o f his duties as teacher for the African
School (conducted also in the African Meeting House) that educated Nantucket’s children of color. See
“African School,” Nantucket Inquirer, April 18, 1829.
Rev. Perry eventually left Nantucket to become the minister o f New Bedford’s African Christian
Church, a move, historian Barbara Ann White argues, that came in response to the low pay offered to teach
at the African School. For discussion o f Rev. Perry’s career in Nantucket, and removal to New Bedford by
the early 1830s, see Barbara Ann White, A Line in the Sand: The Battle to Integrate Nantucket Public
Schools, 1825-1847 (New Bedford, MA: Spinner Publications, 2009), 21. For reference to Rev. Perry’s
career with the African Christian Church in New Bedford, see Hurd, History o f Bristol County,
Massachusetts, 94.
Nantucket’s twentieth-century newspaper noted that “The ‘African Society,’ a local organization,
observed July 14th, as ‘Abolition Day.’” See “Looking Backward,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, July 21,
1934.
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by martial music, that passed through some o f the principal streets o f the town.21 The
abolition jubilee o f 1829 represents an early highlight o f New Guinea’s nineteenthcentury history. The Nantucket Inquirer rarely covered events in New Guinea. This
article shows that blacks were increasingly drawing the attention o f the white community,
first with the “Abolition Jubilee” in 1829, and one year later during a similar public
celebration o f the contributions o f black whalemen to the financial success o f the
whaleship Loper.22
Collective pride, rising expectations for equality in the community, an abolitionist
movement slowly gaining momentum, and the presence o f the African Society in
Nantucket, all contributed to a rise in activism.23 New representatives from the black
community entered into the public debate over the abolition o f slavery. Edward J.
Pompey, the African American captain o f the whaleship Rising States, established
himself early on as one o f Nantucket’s leading black abolitionists. His correspondence
with, and contributions to, the major off-island abolitionist newspapers in the early to
mid-1830s, documents his support for the growing antislavery effort. Exposure as a
young man to the slave-catching incident in 1822 that affected Arthur Cooper’s family
doubtless rendered him very much aware o f the issues surrounding southern slavery, and

21 “Abolition Jubilee,” Nantucket Inquirer, July 18, 1829.
22 For newspaper coverage o f the 1830 celebration of the whaleship Loper and its black crew, led by
black leaders o f Nantucket’s New Guinea community, see “Greatest Voyage Ever Made,” Nantucket
Inquirer, September 11, 1830; “Festival,” Nantucket Inquirer, September 25,1830. The events surrounding
the Loper's return to Nantucket (in record time with a full cargo o f oil), and subsequent celebration
involving Nantucket’s black community leaders, are also discussed in Chapter 2.
23 The New England Anti-Slavery Society noted that a “Nantucket Colored” Anti-Slavery Society
formed on the island at some point in 1833, possibly taking the place o f the African Society in New
Guinea. See Second Annual Report o f the Board o f Managers o f the New-England Anti-Slavery Society,
Presented January 15, 1834 (Boston: Printed by Garrison & Knapp, 1834), 11-12. William Harris
(president), Edward J. Pompey (secretary), and Absalom F. Boston (treasurer), joined other prominent New
Guinea residents as officers o f the society. See “Nantucket Colored Anti-Slavery Society,” The Liberator,
March 8, 1834.
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particularly its impact on Nantucket. An important event early in 1831 gave Pompey a
chance to make a statement on Nantucket Island, both against slavery and for black
equality.
January 1, 1831, marked the first publication o f William Lloyd Garrison’s The
Liberator,24 Garrison’s newspaper quickly emerged as one o f the resounding voices of
antislavery sentiment in the United States. He called for the immediate and unconditional
abolition o f slavery, joining the rising number o f abolitionists and free blacks who
condemned the idea o f colonization. Garrison alerted his readership that he would “be as
harsh as truth, and as uncompromising as justice” on the subject o f slavery, seeking to
radically change public opinion concerning African Americans, the institution o f slavery,
and basic human rights.25 A number o f black residents a short sea voyage away from the
Liberator's home city o f Boston agreed, at least to a certain extent, with Garrison’s
message.
When a “respectable meeting o f the colored inhabitants of the town o f Nantucket”
gathered in early August 1831, the assembly named Arthur Cooper the chairman o f the
meeting, and Edward J. Pompey the secretary. Along with the other main speaker
William Harris, Pompey called into question the aims of the American Colonization
Society and its program for “our removal to the coast of Africa,” which the black
speakers deemed “a country o f sickness and death.” The two men argued that the plans

24 For more on the founding of William Lloyd Garrison’s newspaper The Liberator, see Louis P.
Masur, 1831: Year o f Eclipse (New York: Hill and Wang, 2001), 21-34; see also, Henry Mayer, All on
Fire: William Lloyd Garrison and the Abolition o f Slavery (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 1998), xiv,
106-126. For more on Garrison’s early importance to the national abolitionist movement and the roles
moral suasion and immediatism played in the movement after 1831, see James Brewer Stewart, Holy
Warriors: The Abolitionists and American Slavery, rev. ed. (1976; repr., New York: Hill and Wang, 1996),
51-74.
25 “To the Public,” The Liberator, January 1, 1831.
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were “wholly gratuitous, not called for by us, and in no way essential to the welfare of
our race,” and suggested that their condition would be “best improved in this our own
country and native soil, the United States o f America.” Stating that “all men are bom free
and equal” the meeting laid claim to the promise expressed in the Declaration o f
Independence and expressed blacks’ desire “to share as much protection and enjoy as
many privileges under our Federal Government as any other class of the community.” In
the final resolution agreed upon at the meeting, the attendees resolved “that the
proceedings o f this meeting be signed by the Chairman and Secretary, and sent to Boston,
to be published in the Liberator.”26
Nantucket and New Bedford abolitionists like Pompey saw the Liberator as an
effective way to extend their voice beyond their communities and join the northern
abolitionist movement. Several notable people o f color in New Bedford, including the
Rev. Jacob Perry, now pastor o f the African Christian Church after having served as
pastor o f Nantucket’s African Meeting House, began using the Liberator to publish word
of their abolitionist activities. “Feeling desirous o f our being publicly known as a people”
the committee forwarded a copy “of the proceedings of a meeting lately held in NewBedford, for an insertion in your esteemed journal, the Liberator.”27 Seeking a voice,
people o f color in the whaling communities o f New Bedford and Nantucket saw William
Lloyd Garrison’s newspaper as a way to express their own views and to emerge from
anonymity. Nantucket had a black agent for the Liberator by April 1831.28 Writing a year

“a Voice From Nantucket!,” The Liberator, August 20, 1831.
27 Along with the Rev. Perry, also meeting with Richard Johnson in his New Bedford home “to take
into consideration the propriety o f forming a Society as Auxiliary to the General Convention” were Jacob
Johnson, William P. Powell, John Briggs, Richard C. Johnson, and David Fletcher. “For the Liberator,” The
Liberator, October 19, 1833.
28 “Agents,” The Liberator, April 30, 1831.
26
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later, Garrison expressed his happiness at Edward Pompey’s “acceptance of the Agency
for the Liberator in Nantucket.” 29
Marking the beginning o f a long and fruitful relationship with Garrison, Pompey
created a further opportunity for black Nantucketers to participate in the struggle to end
slavery by becoming the local agent for the Liberator in 1831.30 The conversation shifted
primarily to the issue o f African colonization. Pompey, and other residents of
Nantucket’s New Guinea community, saw themselves as Americans, rejecting, along
with Garrison the notion that black Americans should “return” to Africa.31 The American
Colonization Society had the goal o f moving all freed slaves to Africa, a prospect few
free blacks found desirable. Pompey, other black Nantucketers, and their fellow
“brethren” across the North approved instead o f Garrison’s push for the vindication o f
black “social, political and moral rights” within the United States, as well as for the
elevation o f black communities and the end o f segregation.32
In correspondence from Boston dated August 11, 1832, Garrison notified Pompey
o f a new publication, and about the unstable financial situation o f the Liberator. “I have
forwarded to you by the [schooner] Eagle, 12 copies o f my ‘Thoughts on African
Colonization,’ which I hope you will be able to sell, as the work has very deeply involved
me in debt.” Garrison ominously added that, “unless I can get out o f the same, the

29 William Lloyd Garrison to Edward J. Pompey, May 2, 1832, Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
30 For more chi the importance o f African American agents to the early years o f The Liberator see
Benjamin Quarles, Black Abolitionists (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969), 20.
31 William Lloyd Garrison to Edward J. Pompey, May 2, 1832, Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
32 William Lloyd Garrison to Edward J. Pompey, May 2, 1832, Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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Liberator must stop.”33 The early financial troubles the Liberator encountered have been
well documented.34 Building the black readership o f the Liberator in communities like
Nantucket and New Bedford where a vibrant black working class had developed
appeared to be one o f Garrison’s strategies to turn the fortunes o f his newspaper around.35
To do so he seized on the issue o f colonization, the one topic aside from slavery itself that
reform-minded free blacks were most interested in discussing during the early 1830s.
O f his pamphlet on colonization, Garrison wrote Pompey that “every colored
man, who can possibly afford it ought to own a copy, as the book contains the sentiments
o f his brethren in all parts of the country on the subject o f colonization, and fully exposes
the wickedness o f the American Colonization Society.” He also expressed the desire that
this work reach a religious audience: “I should be particularly glad if you could persuade
any o f the clergymen in Nantucket to purchase the work, as it is highly important that
they, of all men, should have it in their possession.”36 Garrison thus sought the support of
Nantucket’s people o f color in spreading his attack on the American Colonization Society
and felt comfortable speaking for them, as for other American blacks. Regardless o f the
inherent condescension Garrison brought to his dialogue with Pompey, for the New
Guinea community and blacks across the country, Garrison had emerged as an important
ally in the white community who favored both equal rights and the abolition o f slavery.

33 William Lloyd Garrison to Edward J. Pompey, August 11,1832, Collection 335 - Edouard A.
Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 591, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
34 For more on the various financial difficulties o f the Liberator, see Mayer, All on Fire, 143,177, 193194,229, 385-386,530.
35 For more a t black support for the Liberator, see Mayer, All on Fire, 107-109,115-119, 373; see also
Stewart, Holy Warriors, 137.
36 William Lloyd Garrison to Edward J. Pompey, August 11, 1832, Collection 335 - Edouard A.
Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 591, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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The distribution o f anti-slavery treatises and pamphlets, especially by those with
seagoing connections for circulation in black population centers, was by no means a new
phenomenon in 1832. The most famous example of this practice was David Walker’s
Appeal To the Coloured Citizens o f the World, published in Boston, Massachusetts, in
1829. Walker needed a distribution network to reach his intended audience of free blacks
and slaves in the South. He turned to the sailors and stewards who populated the wharves
o f Boston, as testimony given by Edward Smith, a white ship’s steward based in Boston,
demonstrates.37 Smith was arrested in Charleston, South Carolina, on a charge o f inciting
slave rebellion. Smith’s confession after “distributing some pamphlets o f a very seditious
& inflammatory character among the Slaves & persons of color of said City” provides
valuable evidence o f how these communications networks operated. Smith testified that
he was merely fulfilling his charge “to bring a package o f pamphlets to Charleston... and
to give them to any Negroes he had a mind to, or that he met.”38 Anyone with
connections to the maritime world would easily have come into contact with a number of
people o f color on board ship or working the docks. From there the intended message
could perhaps spread to the countryside.
The pamphlet referred to in the Edward Smith case, David Walker’s Appeal, was
indeed “inflammatory.” Walker addressed his Appeal to his “much afflicted and suffering
brethren.”39 A raging attack on the “inhuman system o f slavery,” colonization, the
ministry, and the degradation o f blacks, Walker’s Appeal promised “as true as our
Saviour died to redeem the world, [God] will give you a Hannibal, and when the Lord

37 David Walker, David Walker’s Appeal (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995), xiv-xv.
38 Walker, David Walker’s Appeal, 85-88.
39 Walker, David Walker’s Appeal, 2.
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shall have raised him up, and given him to you...O my suffering brethren! Remember the
divisions and consequent sufferings o f Carthage and o f Hayti."40 Walker intended to
instill a pride and militancy in blacks that would one day overturn slavery and end
discrimination, by force if necessary. While at odds with the general emphasis on moral
suasion championed by the abolitionist movement in the early 1830s, Walker’s methods
of sharing information resembled those used by other opponents o f slavery in New
England.
The prominence of Nantucket and New Bedford as whaling ports, their proximity
to the Liberator's home base in Boston, and their sizable black populations combined to
create an ideal engine for the proliferation o f Garrison’s message. Moreover, many
people o f color saw the potential in using the white abolitionist press to advance their
own social agendas. People o f color with connections to the whale fishery like Edward
Pompey would thus prove to be important connections in the northern network o f
abolitionists.
Garrison recognized in the 1830s that if abolitionism were to grow as a cause, it
would have to convert white reformers away from the American Colonization Society.
Garrison accused white members o f the Society o f racism in a July 1831 letter to fellow
abolitionist Henry E. Benson, saying “They do not wish to admit them [blacks] to an
equality. They can tolerate them only as servants and slaves but never as brethren and
friends. They can love and benefit them four thousand miles off, but not at home.”41

40 Walker, D avid Walker's Appeal, 3,20.
41 William Lloyd Garrison to Henry E. Benson, July 30,1831, in William Lloyd Garrison, The Letters
o f William Lloyd Garrison. Vol. 1 ,1 will be heard! 1822-1835, ed. Walter M Merrill and Louis Ruchames
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971), 124.
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For their own part, free blacks asserted their right to stay in the country using the
strongest possible language. Elsewhere in New England, blacks announced “that we will
resist all attempts made for our removal to the torrid shores o f Africa, and will sooner
suffer every drop of blood to be taken from our veins than to submit to such unrighteous
treatment.” Any person who might “be persuaded to leave his own country and go to
Africa” would be considered “an enemy to his country and a traitor to his brethren.”42
Anti-colonizationist blacks also recalled the African Americans who had “fought, bled,
and died” for American independence, adding, “here we will live and die.”43
Abolitionist activity in both Nantucket and New Bedford continued to increase
during the 1830s and reached a peak in the early 1840s. Garrison promised to do more to
help than simply publish the Liberator and anti-colonization pamphlets. A few days after
a visit by “my much esteemed friend Richard Johnson of New Bedford.” Garrison
informed Pompey that he would travel to New Bedford “some time next month, and
deliver an address or two on the subject of slavery.”44 He pledged, in that event, to “visit
Nantucket - when I shall be able to tell you, face to face, how much I appreciate your
efforts to promote the circulation o f the Liberator, and also to thank my colored brethren

^Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, First Annual Report o f the Board o f Managers o f the NewEngland Anti-Slavery Society, Presented Jan. 9, 1833 (Boston: Printed by Garrison and Knapp, 1833), 37.
43 “a Voice from New-Haven!,” The Liberator, August 13, 1831.
44 William Lloyd Garrison to Edward J. Pompey, August 11,1832, Collection 335 - Edouard A.
Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 591, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts. Garrison in all likelihood was referring to Richard Johnson, an African
American merchant living in New Bedford who became the managing owner of the whaleship Rising States
a few years later in 1836 when Captain Edward J. Pompey sailed her out o f New Bedford on a one year
voyage. See Alexander Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery (Waltham, Mass.: by the author,
1878. Reprint, Secaucus, N.J: Castle Books, 1989), 324-325. See also Martha S. Putney, Black Sailors:
Afro-American Merchant Seamen and Whalemen Prior to the Civil War (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
1987), 79. For further discussion o f Richard Johnson and his importance to New Bedford’s black
community, see Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New
Bedford, Massachusetts (Amherst, MA: University o f Massachusetts Press, 2001), 88,121,133-137.
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for their patronage.”45 Whether Garrison actually fulfilled the promise to visit Nantucket
and Edward J. Pompey in 1832 remains unclear from surviving documentation. But by
closing as “your untiring advocate,” Garrison showed his determination to include
Nantucket in the abolitionist struggle, with Pompey as his black agent for the island
whaling community.46
As secretary o f the Nantucket Antislavery Society, Pompey was responsible for
the organization’s correspondence. His responsibilities undoubtedly increased after the
formation of the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1833 47 He received a letter from a
new source in 1834, although on the same topic o f colonization taken up with Garrison
two years earlier. Writing from the “Anti-Slavery Office New York” on August 18, 1834,
Elizur Wright Jr., Secretary o f Domestic Correspondence for the American Anti-Slavery
Society, wrote Pompey “to call your attention to a notice in the Emancipator, sent
herewith, o f a letter of Mr. Birney o f Kentucky.”48 Wright’s letter demonstrates that
Pompey was known to, and perhaps in touch with, established off-island abolitionist
circles beyond Garrison and the Liberator. The New York Society included such notable
abolitionists as Gerrit Smith, and brothers Lewis and Arthur Tappan o f New York.49

45 William Lloyd Garrison to Edward J. Pompey, August 11,1832, Collection 335 - Edouard A.
Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 591, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
46 William Lloyd Garrison to Edward J. Pompey, August 11, 1832, Collection 335 - Edouard A.
Stackpole Collection, 1750-1990, Folder 591, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
47 Several historians have written excellent histories o f the formation o f the American Anti-Slavery
Society and the early years o f the national antislavery movement. See Mayer, All on Fire, 170-177,217,
240; Stewart, Holy Warriors, 51-74.
48 Elizur Wright Jr. to Edward J. Pompey, August 18,1834, Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
49 For references to Elizur Wright Jr. and his New York associates in primary sources see the Colored
American, March 11,1837, March 18,1837, April 1, 1837, November 4, 1837, August 24, 1839, June 27,
1840, March 20, 1841, and the North Star, June 23,1848.
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Wright shared the abhorrence for colonization that was common among white
abolitionists in the 1830s, and the letter from James G. Birney o f Kentucky that Wright
passed along to Pompey epitomized that sentiment. “Coming from a repentant
slaveholder and above all being the very best thing o f its length ever written against
colonization,” Wright declared that Birney’s letter “deserves to be sent to every
colonizationist.” James Birney was a “plantation-bred abolitionist,” who was converted to
the immediate abolitionist cause by a combination o f his father’s reform tendencies as a
Presbyterian minister and a northern education at Princeton. Wright asked that once
Pompey had considered Birney’s letter to indicate on behalf o f the Nantucket Antislavery
Society how much support the organization could offer in providing funds and labor
toward distribution of a broadside challenging the idea o f colonization.50
The broadside in question was titled “The Shields o f American Slavery. Broad
enough to hide the wrongs of Two Millions of Stolen Men.” Various shields emblazoned
with mottos in favor of colonization— from “a remedy for slavery” and the “conversion
o f Africa” to the “removal of a nuisance”— graced this scathing critique o f the American
Colonization Society. One o f these shields summed up the supposed virtues o f
colonization by referring to free blacks as “a nuisance scarcely to be reached in their
debasement by the heavenly light,” and “more corrupt, depraved & abandoned than the
slaves can be.” Similar racist reasoning led some to conclude o f free blacks that “neither
humanity nor legislation can relieve them here” and that they “must remain forever a
degraded caste. In one part of the country dull as a brutish beast, in the other, the wild

50 Elizur Wright Jr. to Edward J. Pompey, August 18, 1834, Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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stirrers up o f insurrection.”51 There is no surviving reply by Pompey to Wright’s letter,
but he and other black Nantucket residents remained active participants in the abolitionist
movement throughout the remainder o f the 1830s and well beyond. Together they
demonstrated a commitment to immediatism (the militant alternative to colonizationism)
and expressed full-throated opposition to and distrust o f the dubious motives that drove
the colonization effort.
The American press was full o f arguments for and against colonization. The
newspaper Nantucket blacks chose to read during this period thereby reveals much about
the ideology o f New Guinea residents. Neither Garrison nor Pompey left a list behind o f
Nantucket blacks who subscribed to the Liberator. Nevertheless various pieces of
evidence reconstruct a telling, if incomplete, picture o f black abolitionism on Nantucket.
In an attempt to collect late payment on subscriptions o f the Liberator, the
newspaper’s general agent in Boston, Massachusetts, wrote to Pompey care o f former
whaling captain Absalom F. Boston in September 1835.52 O f the thirteen subscribers who
owed payment, eleven names are recoverable from the original document. All were
“colored” residents o f Nantucket, including William Harris, John Banks, Jacob Jones,
Lydia Morey, William R. Robinson, George Watson Simmons, James Dennison,
Frederick H. Quaine, and James Williams, as well as Samuel Harris and Absalom F.
Boston. Ranging from the youngest— George Watson Simmons, 29, who died o f
tuberculosis one year later—to the oldest in the person o f Absalom F. Boston at age 49,

51 “The Shields o f American Slavery,” pamphlet attached to letter, E. Wright Jr. to Edward J. Pompey,
August 18,1834, Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket, 1773-1886, Folder 6, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
52 Harry E. Benson to Edward J. Pompey, 9 September 1835, Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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the average age for the subscribers whose ages are known was forty-one years in 1835.53
Many o f these New Guinea residents remained active in abolitionist and social reform
through the 1840s. This list o f names, especially Samuel Harris and Absalom Boston,
represents older, mature leaders in Nantucket’s black community; by subscribing to the
Liberator in 1835, they were making a statement about the direction they wanted New
Guinea and its residents to take in the future, and about the kind o f world they wanted
their children to grow up in.
Whether the Liberator’’s readers could pay to cover their subscriptions was
another matter. Missing and late payments were a common problem for the Liberator
throughout its history. An advertisement appeared in the Liberator multiple times that
was addressed “To our Forgetful Friends.” In it the newspaper requested “subscribers
who are in the arrears, to favor us by remitting, as soon as possible, the amount due from
them. They are aware that our payments must be regularly made, and to insure this equal
punctuality on their part is indispensable.”54 Henry E. Benson, a close associate o f
Garrison’s, noted for Pompey, “on looking over our books I find that a number o f our
subscribers in your town have not paid.” Benson sent the names o f subscribers with pastdue accounts with the request “that you would collect the money from them which is
due,” and directed Pompey to “collect what you can.” 55 The Benson letter reveals that, in

53 See 1830 United States Federal Census; Henry Edwards Scott, ed., Vital Records o f Nantucket,
Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume V-Deaths (Haverhill: Record Publishing Company, 1928), 229,
496, 530; and “Petition o f Edward J. Pompey and 104 others o f Nantucket for amendment of the Common
School Law,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214 “Act Concerning Public Schools, March 25, 1845,”
Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
54 “To Our Forgetful Friends,” The Liberator, July 21,1843.
55 Harry E. Benson to Edward J. Pompey, 9 September 1835, Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
Henry E. Benson was the Liberator's agent for Providence, Rhode Island, and covered operation o f the
Liberator's main office in Boston, Massachusetts, when William Lloyd Garrison was travelling. Two years
before his death in 1837, Benson was elected secretary and general agent o f the Massachusetts Anti-
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spite o f being behind on their payments, a significant number o f black Nantucketers who
were connected in one way or another to the whaling industry that drove the Nantucket
economy were subscribing to the Liberator in 1835. For many o f the island’s black
residents, staying current on their payments to support the Liberator, despite access to
jobs in the whale fishery, nevertheless proved difficult.
While abolishing slavery was certainly a major goal o f these subscribers, they
apparently also endorsed the message o f social and racial equality put forward by
Garrison and his followers. Boston, Harris, Pompey, and others were leading black
Nantucketers on a path that brought them into contact with off-islanders who shared the
bonds o f race and oppression. Already participants in a larger world economy through the
whaling industry, New Guinea’s residents had joined an open battle against slavery and
for equal rights. Whites denied them equality on their small island, with black Nantucket
residents living in a segregated community, defined by separate black churches and an
“African School” operating to educate their children. Having found the sea and the ships
of the whaling fleet to be an environment similarly shaded by race consciousness, the
abolitionist movement became areas o f active involvement for black islanders who
wanted to redefine their role in American society.
During this same period Edward Pompey connected with another leading
abolitionist newspaper, the Colored American, which had begun publication in New York
City beginning in March 1837. The Colored American focused much its editorial
attention on the abolition of slavery, and improving the circumstances o f the “afflicted

Slavery Society. Benson also became Garrison’s brother-in-law after the marriage of Benson’s sister to
Garrison in 1834. See “Agents,” The Liberator, July 9,1831; “Another Severe Loss,” The Liberator,
January 14, 1837; “Departed Worth, The Liberator, January 21, 1837.
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population in the free states.”56 Judging from the correspondence o f Pompey and
Absalom Boston, black New Guinea residents were reading this paper with interest.
Under the heading “New Agencies,” in the July 15, 1837, edition o f the paper,
Nantucketers read that “Our General Agent, Brother RAY, has appointed Captain E.J.
POMPEY o f Nantucket, Mass., AGENT for that place. We hope Mr. P. will exert himself
in our behalf.”57 In the same issue, Charles B. Ray, the general agent o f the paper who
had appointed Pompey to his post, announced his intention to visit Nantucket. “I am
abundantly encouraged with regard to the object of my mission,” Ray noted, “though
having done nothing yet - and if I do not succeed beyond what I expected, I shall be very
much disappointed. I have been invited to visit Nantucket, on the subject o f the paper,
and shall probably do so, and spend a few days, more hereafter.”58
The invitation to the black editor o f the Colored American, and his stated
intention to visit Nantucket, indicates that the island’s black community was becoming
increasingly influential within the antislavery movement. Later that same year, the editors
o f the Colored American reported that Edward J. Pompey had sent in five dollars, either
in new subscriptions, or donations, in fulfillment o f his charge as an agent o f the
newspaper.59 One year later, he sent the newspaper $10.00.6° As an agent on island for
the Liberator, closely tied to a growing network o f abolitionists, Pompey had established
himself as Nantucket’s agent for another abolitionist newspaper, this time for a black

56 “Why We Should Have a Papa-,” The Colored American, March 4, 1837.
57 The Colored American, July 15, 1837.
58 The Colored American, July 15, 1837. For the identity o f C.B.R. as Charles B. Ray, general agent of
the newspaper, see The Colored American, November 11,1837.
59 The Colored American, September 30,1837.
60 The Colored American, September 22, 1838, September 29,1838.
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publication that provided a significant voice for African-Americans and other people o f
color.
Pompey was not the only Nantucket resident in contact with the Colored
American in the 1830s. Reverend John P. Thompson o f Nantucket’s African Methodist
Episcopal Church also corresponded with the newspaper. In August 1839, he sent “letters
and money.”61 In addition to promoting abolition, the Colored American, though
published in New York and circulated throughout the North, also covered events
involving black Nantucketers such as John Thompson, and thus provided an alternative to
the white-dominated local press and social constraints o f an unequal island community.
“On Thursday evening, July 18th, [were married] by the Rev. J.P. Thompson,” the
Colored American announced, “Mr. James Clough to Miss Caroline D. Boston o f
Nantucket, eldest daughter o f Capt. A.F. Boston,” both noted as “colored and residents o f
Nantucket” in the marriage record.62 The title “Captain” once again singled Absalom F.
Boston out as a man worthy o f respect, whose family enjoyed social standing in the black
community.63 Publishing news o f engagements and weddings, though seemingly an

61 The Colored American, August 3, 1839.
62 The Colored American, August 3, 1839, and Henry Edwards Scott, ed., Vital Records ofNantucket,
Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume IU-Marriages (A-G) (Haverhill: Record Publishing Company,
1927), 109.
63 A second marriage notice for a black family published in the same edition o f the Colored American
stated that “on Tuesday evening, 23d July by the Rev. J.P. Thompson, Mr. Randolph Cooper of Nantucket
was wed to Miss Ann Brown of the same place.” See The Colored American, August 3,1839. Nantucket’s
Vital Records list Randolph Cooper as having published his intent to marry in Boston, while Ann Brown
published her intent to marry in New York. Both the date o f marriage (July 23,1839) and city of
publication for the bride’s marriage intent (the Colored American was published in New York) are
corroborated by the Vital Records, suggesting that Randolph Cooper did in fact publish his intent to marry
in the Boston press. See Scott, Vital Records o f Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume IIIMarriages (A-G), 360. The New Bedford Mercury listed along with a number o f other marriages reported in
August “In Nantucket. Mr. Randolph Cooper, o f Boston, to Miss Ann Brown, o f New York.” See
“Marriages,” New Bedford Mercury, August 2, 1839. The 1850 census lists the Cooper family as residing
in Nantucket, with Randolph’s occupation as “fishing”; he owned $200 worth of real estate. Although
Randolph’s place of birth is listed as Massachusetts, his mother’s birth in South Carolina - also mentioned
in the census - sometime around 1795 presents the possibility that the family might not always have been
free. See 1850 United States Federal Census.
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insignificant act, carried a deeper meaning that resonated within the community. By
1839, black Nantucket residents were consistently reaching beyond the confines o f the
small neighborhood that constituted their home to challenge roles prescribed by existing
race relations.
By now heavily invested in the abolitionist cause, black Nantucketers were
officially joined in the late 1830s by a group o f white reformers. “The Convention - the
great National Anti-Slavery Convention - upon whose counsels and deliberations, at this
crisis, so much, for weal or for woe, depends,” wrote John Greenleaf Whittier on August
1, 1839, “is now in session around me.” Two people represented the state o f
Massachusetts: “her strong-minded Garrison,” and “her intrepid Nantucket legislator
George Bradbum.”64 A Unitarian minister, George Bradburn served as Nantucket’s
representative in the Massachusetts State Legislature between 1839 and 1842.65 As an
elected representative, and well-known abolitionist, it made sense for Bradbum to
represent the interests o f the island’s white abolitionists at the convention. Nantucket’s
black abolitionists had been involved in antislavery reform since at least 1829. The
island’s white reformers, in contrast, were still organizing.
The Nantucket County Anti-Slavery society was barely over a month old at the
time o f the 1839 National Anti-Slavery Convention. On June 28, 1839, Nantucket’s white
abolitionists had gathered, independent o f the black anti-slavery society already in
existence, “for the purpose o f reorganizing a County Anti-Slavery Society, which shall

64 The Colored American, August 17,1839.
65 Writing in 1840, Charlotte Austin, a Nantucket resident and abolitionist, noted “Geo. Bradbum is
absent I suppose on an electioneering tour, as he has made one before. He is a candidate for Representative
and will I suppose be elected next 2nd day,” see Charlotte Austin, Nantucket, Maria Weston Chapman,
Boston, November 7, 1840, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 14 p. 52, Papers o f Maria Weston Chapman, Rare Books and
Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
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embrace men and women on terms o f perfect equality in accordance with the spirit o f the
Constitution and declaration o f sentiments o f the American Anti-Slavery Society.”66 The
society’s embrace o f the women’s rights cause suggests it was Garrisonian. With the
unification o f the men’s and women’s antislavery societies, Nantucket’s abolitionist
community made a clear statement against abolitionists who were opposed to women
being involved in public affairs— including antislavery activism. Well-known island
residents and white reformers were intimately involved in the group’s formation.67 The
white abolitionists’ energy and commitment to the cause o f ending slavery, building upon
the established activities o f Nantucket’s black population, signaled the beginning o f a
new era o f abolitionist activity on the island.
Charlotte Austin, daughter o f the Liberator's white agent on the island, wrote in
July 1839, that “we are doing what our limited means will allow to advance the cause o f
the bondsman, and awaken an interest on his behalf in our community.” Interestingly, it
would appear the new society emerged out o f tensions that existed between the men’s and
women’s abolitionist circles earlier in the decade. Austin wrote that Nantucket’s newest
antislavery society had an executive committee composed o f both men and women, in
part because “the Men as a body seemed to forget that they had a work to do, leaving all
action to the Womens Society.” Austin hoped for greater progress in the antislavery cause
on the part of Nantucket’s white abolitionists, anticipating “that we shall all be stimulated
to make greater sacrifices, and to more vigorous action for the down-trodden and the

66 “Record o f the Nantucket County Anti-Slavery Society,” Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 9, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
Unfortunately, extant documentation fails to suggest why a merger did not occur between the black
and white abolitionist societies.
67 “Record o f the Nantucket County Anti-Slavery Society,” Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 9, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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dumb” by the new arrangement. To that end, she was excited that Henry Clarke Wright, a
well-known abolitionist and reformer, was lecturing in Nantucket. Although on account
o f “illness in our family” she was unable to see much o f him, Austin wrote “yet it is
pleasant to know that he is with us scattering the good seeds, and although some may fall
by the way side, and much among thorns, yet we doubt not some will bring forth even a
hundred fold.”68 Most islanders were neither abolitionists nor rabidly anti-abolitionist.
But major clashes over the issues o f slavery and social equality for blacks soon rendered
both complacency and neutrality increasingly difficult positions.
White Nantucket residents were not newcomers to the debate over race and
slavery. Whalemen from a host o f different backgrounds had long shared the same living
and work space during voyages that could last two, three, even four years. Nantucket’s
white community had a vested interest in the well-being o f the island’s black population,
many o f whom now formed the backbone o f Nantucket’s corps of able-bodied seamen. A
portion o f Nantucket’s black population had ties to the South, many undoubtedly with
connections to slavery. Seemingly far removed from the problems o f bondage and the
sectional crisis o f the mid-1800s, the issues that touched seagoing trade and the lives o f
ordinary seamen inevitably brought slavery back to Nantucket as an issue.

68 Charlotte Austin, Nantucket, to Maria Weston Chapman, Boston, July 12,1839, Ms. A.9.2.11 p.
136, Papers of Maria Weston Chapman, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library,
Boston, Massachusetts.
Charlotte Austin wrote the following o f Wright’s lecture in Nantucket - “Brother Wright has lectured
to the children several times and they are delighted with him. Last evening he lectured on Human Rights
and the audience on acc[oun]t of the rain was small, but it was a first rate lecture. One o f the audience who
was neither a Nonresistent or an Abolitionist but one who has been a minister said it approached nearer to
inspiration than any thing he ever heard. I have no doubt H.C. W’s labours will be productive o f much
good, by working up in many minds a desire to know and search after truth.” See Charlotte Austin,
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Legislation and implementation o f the Negro Seamen Acts throughout the
seaports o f the American South, in 1822 and after, created a major problem for integrated
crews, and a cause for abolitionists. South Carolina began imprisoning free black sailors
in the wake o f the Denmark Vesey conspiracy to prevent contact between free black
seamen and slaves working in dockside trades. Other southern ports followed suit in the
1830s after Walker’s Appeal began to appear in the South. The situation quickly became
intolerable for black sailors aboard northern vessels.
Fortunately for black whalemen, traditional routes to the whaling grounds took
them first to the Azores and then either around the southern tip o f Africa and the Cape o f
Good Hope or down the coast o f South America and around Cape Horn to reach the
Pacific. As a result, whaling captains rarely stopped in the southern port cities where the
Negro Seamen Acts were in force, thus avoiding imprisonment o f their black crews.
Nantucket and New Bedford residents were, however, aware o f the laws and the
imprisonment o f innocent freemen.
The Nantucket Inquirer picked up and commented on a story in 1845 that dealt
with the continuing outrages under the Negro Seamen Acts in South Carolina. The
Boston Atlas had reported that “South Carolina dares not imprison colored seamen of
foreign countries. Their laws only apply to the free States o f this Union. The colored
freemen o f the North seek and find shelter from the prisons o f South Carolina, under the
British flag! The ‘chivalry’ dare not insult the lion o f England.”69 The Nantucket Inquirer
called for a dramatic response to what the paper considered “a burning disgrace to the

69 Boston Daily Atlas, December 30,1844. The Nantucket Inquirer published its response on January 2,
1845, with the Liberator picking up the story with the Nantucket Inquirer editorial in its entirety shortly
thereafter. See “Is it so?,” Nantucket Inquirer, January 2, 1845, and “Is it so?,” The Liberator, January 17,
1845.
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United States,” charging the “men o f the North” to “think o f this deplorable and
tyrannical state of things, and act as men having the blood o f the patriot fathers flowing
through your veins.”70
Questioning the protection offered by the country to its own citizens, the Inquirer
complained that, “if they cannot at least receive the same degree o f protection” as that
provided under the flag of Great Britain, “then is our boasted freedom but an ‘empty
sound, signifying nothing.’” The editorial unleashed even more invective, criticizing the
actions o f South Carolina and inaction o f northerners in the face o f racial persecution:
“Freedom forsooth! despotic tyranny rather. The blush o f shame should mantle upon the
cheek o f every American, at the bare thought that one o f the States.. .should dare to pass
laws, imprisoning citizens of a sister State, for no crime whatever.” Although whaleships
were not provisioning in southern ports, the Negro Seamen Acts brought up discussion in
Nantucket of the extension o f slavery’s influence into northern communities. “Is there no
remedy for such a state o f things,” asked the author o f the article, “or must the citizens o f
the free States submissively wear the painful yoke, which has been put upon their necks
by Southern despots?” In Nantucket, at least, the actions taken by southern states were
raising serious questions about freedom that some felt “ought to strike home to the heart
o f every free-born citizen.”71
That members o f the white community gathered in the summer o f 1839 to form
the Nantucket County Anti-Slavery Society confirms that there was a growing wave of
antislavery sentiment on the island. In its founding statements, the Society responded
implicitly to such imposition from the South as the Negro Seamen Acts. The preamble to

70 “Is it so?,” Nantucket Inquirer, January 2, 1845.
71 “Is it so?,” Nantucket Inquirer, January 2, 1845.
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the organization’s constitution declared that “the most High God ‘hath made o f one blood
all nations of men to dwell on all the face o f the earth,’ and hath commanded them to
love their neighbors as themselves,” a definitive statement o f sympathy with blacks, both
free and slave, as fellow humans. The delegates called attention to the revolutionary
heritage o f the United States, asserting that “our national existence is based upon this
principle, as recognized in the Declaration o f Independence, ‘that all men are created
equal, and that they are endowed by their creator with certain in alienable [s/c] rights,
among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit o f happiness.’” After “this lapse o f nearly
sixty years, since the faith and honor o f the American people were pledged to this
avowal, before Almighty God, and the world,” they lamented that “nearly one-sixth part
o f the nation are held in bondage by their fellow citizens.”72
The members contended that “slavery is contrary to the principles o f natural
justice, o f our republican form o f government, and o f the Christian religion, and is
destructive to the prosperity o f the country, while it is endangering the [present] union
and liberties o f the states.” Calling for immediate emancipation o f the slaves, white
Nantucket residents in some measure echoed earlier condemnations o f colonization as a
solution for ending slavery, emphasizing “that no scheme o f expatriation either voluntary
or by compulsion, can remove this great and increasing evil” from the country.73
They endorsed the use o f moral suasion, believing it “practicable, by appeals to
the consciences, hearts, and interests o f the people, to awaken a public sentiment
throughout the nation, that will be opposed to the continuance o f slavery in any part o f

72 “Record o f the Nantucket County Anti-Slavery Society,” Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 9, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
73 “Record of the Nantucket County Anti-Slavery Society,” Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 9, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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the republic.”74 Some on the island appeared to have questioned this approach to the
abolition o f slavery, with Charlotte Austin remarking, “There is much opposition to
carrying out the principles o f Nonresistance here, but a passive submission to the
theory.”75 Despite any disagreements over how to accomplish the desired goal, the
Nantucket abolitionists closed with the argument that the “speedy abolition o f slavery”
would “prevent a general convulsion” (whether they meant the outbreak o f slave
rebellions or a political clash between the sections is not clear).76 The meeting of
Nantucket’s combined white abolitionist society on June 28, 1839, set the stage for a
decade o f political and moral agitation that would bring a number of well-known
abolitionist speakers, a great deal o f controversy, and mob violence to the island.
Captain Edward J. Pompey continued his work for the Colored American at least
until January 30, 1841.77 He surely was instrumental in facilitating a trip o f the Colored
American’s editors to Nantucket in June 1840 in his capacity as agent.78 Though black
Nantucketers continued to reach beyond the confines o f New Guinea and the shores of
Nantucket in order to unite with their black counterparts in other communities, the

74 “Record o f the Nantucket County Anti-Slavery Society,” Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 9, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
75 Charlotte Austin, Nantucket, to Maria Weston Chapman, Boston, July 12,1839, Ms. A.9.2.11 p.
136, Papers of Maria Weston Chapman, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library,
Boston, Massachusetts.
Charlotte Austin herself wrote o f doubts about nonresistance to Maria Weston Chapman, ultimately
asking Chapman to “please append my name to the constitution of the N.E. Nonresistance Society,” stating
that she had been fully satisfied with the organization’s constitution and Declaration o f Sentiments “for
some time,” but failed to join “for fear that I should not consistently carry out the principles.” See Charlotte
Austin, Nantucket, to Maria Weston Chapman, Boston, July 12,1839, Ms. A.9.2.11 p. 136, Papers of
Maria Weston Chapman, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
76 “Record of the Nantucket County Anti-Slavery Society,” Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 9, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
77 The Colored American, July 25,1840, October 10,1840, November 7,1840, January 30,1841.
78 The Colored American, June 20, 1840.
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abolitionist movement at home was growing stronger and more affluent. The focus for
abolition-minded Nantucketers by 1841 was shifting to their home island.
The Nantucket Atheneum was set to host a large anti-slavery convention in
August 1841. Notices appeared several times from “the friends o f freedom” on Nantucket
who “tender their hospitality to all who may be interested to attend these meetings,” with
the Nantucket anti-slavery society’s secretary Anna Gardner noting that “William Lloyd
Garrison, and other distinguished abolitionists, are expected to participate in the
proceedings.”79 The Liberator reported on the absence o f its editor, Garrison having
“thrown by his pen, this week, and taken a jaunt to that little bright spot of the ocean—
that ‘twinkling star in the East,’—Nantucket, to hold a ‘talk’ with the free spirits
assembled there.”80 The Liberator noted that Charles C. Hazewell, editor o f one of
Nantucket’s newspapers, had entreated the public to attend. “There are too many among
us,” wrote the Islander's editor, “who are in the habit o f regarding abolitionists as a band
o f fanatical destructives, as the phrase is, and who regard them as desirous o f raising a
servile war at the south, and as being unfriendly to the Union.” In the attempt to shift this
strain o f public opinion, Hazewell asked that Nantucket residents keep an open mind.
“Let every man go and hear for himself,” the editorial pled, “and we will venture to
predict, that in abolitionism, rightly understood, he will find no revolting features, but
much that is beautiful, and much that commends itself to every lover o f this country, his
race, and his God.”81 How many residents o f the island shared Hazewell’s view o f the

79 “Anti-Slavery Meetings at Nantucket,” The Liberator, July 16,1841; see also The Liberator, July
23,1841, July 30, 1841, August 6,1841. Just prior to the assembly on island, news o f the upcoming event
was also published in the Nantucket Inquirer; see “Anti-Slavery Meetings,” Nantucket Inquirer, August 7,
1841.
80 The Liberator, August 13, 1841.
81 The Liberator, August 13, 1841.
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abolitionist movement cannot be known. But Nantucket residents would soon have many
opportunities for testing their beliefs about the antislavery movement as abolitionists
began arriving on the island.
Holding the convention at the Nantucket Atheneum - and who would be allowed
to attend - appears to have been a subject o f debate on the island. A letter published by
an anonymous Nantucket resident in January 1841 expressed concern that “a resolution is
to be introduced at the adjourned meeting o f the Atheneum, the direct tendency o f which
is to foreclose all the privileges of that house to persons o f color.” 82 The discussion about
whether or not to open the doors of the Atheneum to everyone regardless o f race played
out in the New Bedford Lyceum as well, though seemingly with greater controversy.83 In
the case o f the Nantucket Atheneum, people o f color were ultimately allowed to attend
meetings held in the building.
The prospect o f holding a major abolitionist meeting in the community at all was
met with trepidation on the part of at least some o f the citizenry. The proprietors o f the
Atheneum met in July to determine whether they would “instruct the trustees to let the
hall to the Nantucket Anti-Slavery Society, to hold a meeting or meetings in, on or about
the 12th o f next month, when strangers, Garrison and others, are expected from abroad.”84
The primary concern appeared to be about the attendance o f off-islanders, not necessarily

82 “Letter from a Member o f the Atheneum to a Friend,” Nantucket Islander, January 16,1841.
Although the name o f the letter writer is redacted from the copy that appeared in the Islander, there are
several indicators that the writer was a white Nantucket Quaker, including the use o f “thee” and “thy”
throughout the letter - common usage among members o f the Society o f Friends - and dating the letter “1
mo. 13th, 1841” in place o f January 13,1841. The reference to an “adjourned meeting” indicates that the
decision whether to exclude people o f color from attending events held at the Nantucket Atheneum was
discussed at a regular meeting, but continued over to a separate meeting, the earlier meeting having
adjourned until that time. The “adjourned meeting” would thus be held prior to tire next general meeting.
83 Like the Nantucket Atheneum, the New Bedford Lyceum hosted lectures and educational programs
on a wide array o f topics for the community. See Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar, 176-180.
84 “Atheneum Notice,” Nantucket Islander, July 31, 1841.
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the message or content o f the meetings. Nevertheless, whatever reservations Nantucket
residents might have had, the convention moved forward as planned, with black speakers
in attendance.
From Tuesday, August 10,1841, through Thursday o f that same week, “a
convention of friends o f the anti-slavery cause was held at the Atheneum Hall, in
Nantucket.”85 Obed Macy jotted down an entry in his journal on August 10,1841,
regarding the increased activity brought by the abolitionists: “A number o f passengers
both male and female came in the Boat for the purpose of holding an antislavery
Convention.”86 Familiar names in Nantucket’s abolitionist movement— Charlotte Austin,
Isaac Austin, Anna Gardner, George Bradbum, and Nathaniel Barney—were joined by
such leaders in the movement as the Liberator's William Lloyd Garrison, Charles B. Ray
o f the Colored American, and Edmund Quincy o f Boston.
Over the course of the three-day convention, the delegates introduced and debated
a series o f resolutions. Garrison offered the following resolution in the evening session of
the convention’s second day, “that the people o f the North, in cherishing and defending a
cruel prejudice against those whose skins are not colored like their own, are putting
arguments into the mouths o f southern task-masters, and acting as the body guard o f
slavery.” He went on to state that “prejudice is not only unmerciful and wicked, but
vulgar and unnatural—and that all who would claim the character o f sensible, just,
humane or religious men, must divest themselves o f it at once and forever.” Four men,

85 “Anti-Slavery Convention,” Nantucket Islander, August 14,1841, “Meetings in Nantucket and NewBedford,” The Liberator, August 20,1841, and “Anti-Slavery Convention,” The Liberator, August 20,
1841.
86 Obed Macy, “A Record o f the most remarkable events kept by Obed Macy,” Collection 96 - Macy
Family Papers, 1729 - 1959, Journal 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket,
Massachusetts, 60.
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including Quincy and Ray, advocated this resolution before another man, a certain “Mr.
Douglas,” stepped forward. Only able to say a few words before the convention
adjourned for the day, he “resumed his remarks” the next day, followed by Garrison and
Nathaniel H. Whiting of Marshfield.87 The resolution passed unanimously and the
convention concluded with a final resolution condemning slavery and its negative
influence on the prosperity o f the country.
Although only a brief mention was made of the speech in the context o f the threeday convention, the moment marked Frederick Douglass’s debut as an abolitionist within
the wider regional and national movement. Among the speakers were “several talented
colored young men from New-Bedford, one o f them formerly a slave,” presumably a
reference to Douglass.88 Nothing substantive was made o f his impromptu remarks in the
immediate aftermath o f the convention. Garrison corrected this omission in the preface to
Douglass’s Narrative. Writing in 1845, Garrison recalled, “in the month o f August, 1841,
I attended an anti-slavery convention in Nantucket, at which it was my happiness to
become acquainted with Frederick Douglass.” Despite his being “a stranger to nearly
every member of that body.. .he was induced to give his attendance.. .though at that time
a resident o f New Bedford.” Garrison went on to record his impressions o f the speech:
I shall never forget his first speech at the convention—the extraordinary emotion
it excited in my own mind— the powerful impression it created upon a crowded
auditory, completely taken by surprise—the applause which followed from the
beginning to the end o f his felicitous remarks. I think I never hated slavery so
intensely as at that moment; certainly, my perception of the enormous outrage
which is inflicted by it, on the godlike nature o f its victims, was rendered far more
clear than ever. There stood one, in physical proportion and stature commanding
and exact— in intellect richly endowed— in natural eloquence a prodigy— in soul
87 “Anti-Slavery Convention,” Nantucket Islander, August 14,1841, “Meetings in Nantucket and NewBedford,” The Liberator, August 20, 1841, and “Anti-Slavery Convention,” The Liberator, August 20,
1841.
88 “Meetings in Nantucket and New-Bedford,” The Liberator, August 20,1841.
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manifestly “created but a little lower than the angels”— yet a slave, ay, a fugitive
slave,—trembling for his safety.89
Douglass was himself ambivalent concerning his first address before a white audience. “I
felt strongly moved to speak,” Douglass remembered, “and was at the same time much
urged to do so by Mr. William C. Coffin, a gentleman who had heard me speak in the
colored people’s meeting at New Bedford. It was a severe cross, and I took it up
reluctantly. The truth was, I felt myself a slave, and the idea o f speaking to white people
weighed me down. I spoke but a few moments, when I felt a degree o f freedom, and said
what I desired with considerable ease.”90
Douglass expanded on these comments in his two later biographies published in
1855 and 1893. In both, he recalled having been recruited by William C. Coffin, “a
prominent abolitionist in those days o f trial,” to speak on Nantucket after being overheard
at the schoolhouse on Second Street in New Bedford. At the Nantucket meeting,
Douglass wrote, he recounted his experiences as a fugitive slave.91 Rather than highlight
his own speech in the pages o f his autobiographies, he shifted the focus away from
himself to Garrison’s response and the reaction o f the crowd. “Mr. Garrison followed me,
taking me as his text,” Douglass recalled. “Whether I had made an eloquent plea in behalf
o f freedom, or not, his was one, never to be forgotten.. .That night there were at least a
thousand Garrisonians on Nantucket!”92

89 Frederick Douglass, Frederick Douglass: Autobiographies (New York: The Library o f America,
1994), 3-4.
90 Douglass, Frederick Douglass: Autobiographies, 96.
91 Douglass, Frederick Douglass: Autobiographies, 364,660. See also “Bristol County,” The
Liberator, July 22, 1842 for reference to William C. Coffin as secretary o f the Bristol County Anti-Slavery
Society.
92 Douglass, Frederick Douglass: Autobiographies, 660-661. Douglass added the following in a note
sent to eulogize Nantucket abolitionist David Joy in 1875: “But the good man whose memory we would
here keep green, was not only calm and serene as the depths o f his character - but was morally brave. Five
and thirty years ago to a man o f position, with a career before him like that which beckoned Hon. David
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When Garrison arrived back at the editorial offices o f the Liberator, he spoke
favorably o f the convention. “We have just returned from a most interesting visit to New
Bedford and Nantucket,” Garrison wrote, “where have been held a series o f spirited and
effective anti-slavery meetings. These were attended by a choice collection o f the friends
of human rights, from various parts o f the Commonwealth.” The meetings themselves
were crowded with events and activities, he continued. “Unbounded hospitality was
shown to all,” Garrison observed, “and no pains were spared to make the visit agreeable
as we trust it will prove serviceable to the cause o f imbruted humanity.”93 The
tremendous success o f the 1841 convention solidified Nantucket’s reputation in
abolitionist circles as a “star in the East.” 94
Building on the success o f the convention, Nantucket abolitionists organized an
antislavery fair in November to raise funds for the abolitionist cause.95 Nantucket had
recently contributed in this fashion to the statewide abolitionist movement. Referring in
correspondence to “the Oct. Fair,” Charlotte Austin wrote that one o f Nantucket’s more
important contributions to the 1839 fair in Boston had been shells, “as they are eagerly
sought after by visitors to our Isle, both for cabinets and ornaments.” Finding a Nantucket
resident to attend the fair in Boston had proved difficult, however, especially considering

Joy - it required high moral courage to stand by the side o f a fugitive slave and welcome him to his house,
introduce him to his neighbors, and appear with him on the platform. But our late friend was able to do this
and more.” Charlotte Austin Joy added her own note shedding additional light on the circumstances o f
Douglass’s address at the Nantucket Atheneum in 1841 - “(Mr. Joy introduced Mr. Douglass to the first A.
S. gathering which he addressed - a Convention at Nantucket - and the memory o f it was always pleasant
to Mr. Joy) C. A. Joy.” See “Note from Frederick Douglass on David Joy, with annotation by his wife,
Charlotte Austin Joy,” in Collection 7 - Joy Family Papers, 1806-1880, Folder 12, David Joy Scrap Book,
Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
93 “Meetings in Nantucket and New-Bedford,” The Liberator, August 20, 1841.
94 For William Lloyd Garrison’s reference to Nantucket as a “star in the East,” see Garrison’s article in
The Liberator, August 13, 1841.
95 “The Nantucket Anti-Slavery Fair,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 27, 1841.
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the depth o f feeling that the abolitionist meeting on Nantucket in 1841 would soon
evoke.96 Eliza Barney, the wife o f candle and whale oil merchant Nathaniel Barney, had
similarly collected items from island residents to be sold at the Massachusetts AntiSlavery Fair held in 1840.97 Although support in Massachusetts for antislavery efforts
like these fairs had slowly gained ground, fundraising efforts in Nantucket had for the
most part met with “apathy prevailing throughout the community on the subject of
Slavery.”98
Members o f Nantucket’s abolitionist community, including a committee to
support the Boston Anti-Slavery Fair composed o f Anna Gardner, Eliza Barney, and
Charlotte Austin, began to notice a change in the late 1830s. When Nantucket
abolitionists first conducted a local fair to raise funds for the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery
Society, “a few individuals contributed about $20.” The present committee members
noted “since that time, so favorable a change has been wrought with regard to the AntiSlavery sentiment among us, that it was enabled last year to contribute upwards o f $300.”
With the encouragement of the August 1841 convention held in Nantucket, and the
generally positive trend in fundraising, the committee predicted “a still larger donation to
the treasury of the cause, in the effort which they are about to make to assist in the Fair.”
A number o f different articles were sought for sale on the island, including needle-work,
shells, and books, along with financial contributions.99 It is unclear who beyond the main

96 Charlotte Austin, Nantucket, to Maria Weston Chapman, Boston, October 4,1839, Ms.A.9.2 Vol. 12
No. 47, Papers o f Maria Weston Chapman, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public
Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
97 “Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Fair,” Nantucket Islander, November 14,1840.
98 “Anti-Slavery Fair,” Nantucket Islander, October 23, 1841.
99 The committee members wrote “to those who propose taking a part in this ennobling work, that the
smallest articles of needle-work will be gratefully received; but they wish that the supply o f useful articles
should be more abundant than the ornamental, as they meet with a more ready sale— especially at this
season o f the year. Any person who is willing to ply the needle in the cause, can be supplied with materials
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committee members participated in the fair, but a note following the event thanked “all
classes o f persons, who by their various labors, contributed to render the occasion an
interesting and profitable one.” The Nantucket Anti-Slavery Fair held on November 30
raised $236 “to aid the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, and the publication o f the
Liberator,” helping to build momentum heading into another year o f abolitionist activity
in Nantucket.100
By the summer o f 1842, Nantucket residents again saw evidence o f antislavery
activity in the community. Island resident George H. Gardner recorded the June 7, 1842
arrival o f “one hundred Methodist ministers” on Nantucket. As part o f this conference,
the ministers held several lectures and meetings. The day before the conference came to a
close, Gardner wrote in his diary entry for Monday, June 13, “Antislavery meeting this
afternoon Mill Hills.” 101 This tantalizing piece o f evidence places the Methodist

by calling at Mrs. Nathaniel Barney’s, on Main Street.” The committee also asked Nantucket’s women for
seashells since “shells o f all descriptions meet with a ready sale in Boston; and they would suggest to those
who have them lying idly on their shelves, whether any better disposition o f them can be made than
presenting than to this cause.” In contrast, “Gentlemen who may deem it a privilege to make a donation,
either literary or pecuniary” were asked to call upon Gardner, Barney, or Austin to make their contribution
to the cause. See “Anti-Slavery Fair,” Nantucket Islander, October 23, 1841.
An advertisement shortly before the fair offers a great deal more in the way o f detail about the items up
for sale, including quilted robes, aprons, travelling bags, slippers, even a “model Swiss cottage, o f richly
carved woodwork painted, with the costumes and scenery o f the Swiss cantons, which were selected in
Geneva, by Wendell and Ann Phillips, and are a part o f their donation to the Mass. A. S. Fair.” Also at the
Nantucket fair was “a box containing Books, comprising a variety o f Anti-Slavery literature; engravings of
prominent persons and events in the anti-slavery cause; Anti-Slavery Wafers; Letter Paper, &c.” Attendees
were to be charged 12 Vi cents for admission, but refreshments “consisting of coffee, cake, and fruits, will
be furnished during the sale.” See “The Nantucket Anti-Slavery Fair,” Nantucket Islander, November 27,
1841.
i°° “a Card,” Nantucket Islander, December 11, 1841. The same note to the Islander thanked the
editor “who, in this case, and so often heretofore, has refused to receive remuneration for publishing AntiSlavery notices.”
In correspondence with Maria Weston Chapman, Charlotte Austin wrote that “Our ‘Fair’ is over, and
the proceeds will be about $200,” in addition to forwarding “3 boxes containing our contribution to the
Massachusetts] A. S. Fair; and accompanying this thou will find invoices o f their contents,” see Charlotte
Austin, Nantucket, to Maria Weston Chapman, Boston, December 5, 1841, Ms. A.4.6A. Vol. 1 No. 8,
Papers o f Maria Weston Chapman, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library,
Boston, Massachusetts.
101 “Diary o f George H. Gardner,” Collection 335 - Edouard Stackpole Collection, 1750 - 1990, Folder
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conference and the anti-slavery meeting literally within walking distance o f New Guinea,
the African Meeting House, and the “coloured cemetery.” With the meeting so close to
the island’s black population center, the possibility exists that black Nantucketers, with
their own Methodist minister in the person o f Arthur Cooper, participated.
Black abolitionist Charles Lenox Remond announced a series o f lectures he
would deliver while visiting both o f New England’s whaling ports in 1842. The Liberator
noted that “C.L. Remond will visit Nantucket on the 15th July, and New-Bedford on the
22d, and give a short course o f lectures on American slavery.” As part o f August 1st
celebrations in both communities, he also planned to “deliver an address on West India
Emancipation.” With the national abolitionist movement gaining some momentum in the
early 1840s, this announcement sought to ensure a good turnout in communities like
Nantucket and New Bedford that were friendly to the abolitionist cause. Consequently
the author o f the notice asked “the friends o f impartial freedom” in both towns to “let his
reception be a generous one.” 102 Observers called Remond’s lecture, which he delivered
in Quincy, Massachusetts, shortly before his visits to Nantucket and New Bedford, “one
o f the most impassionate, eloquent, interesting, and convincing addresses, on the
important and exciting topic o f African Slavery, which has been delivered in this
town.”103 Thus by 1842, both Nantucket and New Bedford had emerged as important
stops on the abolitionist lecture circuit.
Another visitor to Nantucket in July 1842 was particularly appreciated by many
island residents. Lucretia Coffin Mott, who lived on Nantucket from her birth until the
age o f eleven, overcame common perceptions o f antebellum women and their

102 “Notice,” The Liberator, July 8, 1842.
103 “Charles L. Remond,” from die Quincy Patriot, published in The Liberator, July 8, 1842.
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confinement to the private sphere in order to deliver her reform message.104 Visiting “for
the two-fold purpose of seeing her friends, and spending a few weeks for the benefit o f
her health,” she took it upon herself to continue her work, because “her devotion to the
cause o f equity and truth [were] too fervent, to grant her even a temporary relaxation,”
the Liberator reported.105
Mott met for an hour and a half with a large delegation o f Nantucket’s black
community. “Last Sunday evening,” according to the Liberator's correspondent, “a large
number o f colored people assembled in the Friends’ meeting house, by the desire o f
Lucretia, to be particularly addressed.” In his opinion, “they appeared remarkably well,
and demeaned themselves in such a manner, throughout the meeting, as greatly to
diminish prejudice against them, and increase a desire for their equal participation in the
blessings o f mechanical, commercial, educational, and religious improvement.” 106
Unfortunately, records o f the meeting do not survive, only the impressions o f the
Liberator's reporter. Mott undoubtedly spoke to the concerns o f New Guinea in keeping
with her condemnation of the “unchristian prejudice” against blacks, the absolute
necessity o f racial equality, and the need to eradicate slavery. Black Nantucket came face
to face that night with one of their outspoken advocates. Equal participation in society,
equal access to education, and freedom o f religion were all rights that New Guinea
residents sought to exercise. Their meeting with Mott was a continuation o f the ongoing
effort to make common cause with both the national abolitionist movement and people o f

104 For discussion of Mott’s early life in Nantucket, see Margaret Hope Bacon, Valiant Friend: The
Life o f Lucretia Mott (New York: Walker and Company, 1980), 8.
105 “Lucretia Mott at Nantucket,” The Liberator, August 5, 1842.
106 “Lucretia Mott at Nantucket,” The Liberator, August 5, 1842.
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color in other parts o f the country, not only to eliminate slavery but also to achieve social
equality.
Throughout July and early August 1842, notices could be seen in the press
heralding the next anti-slavery convention in Nantucket and New Bedford on August 10.
The Liberator extended an invitation to “all who are so disposed, without distinction o f
sect, color or peculiar views as to the mode o f abolishing slavery, to be present, and to
participate in the proceedings o f the meeting.” 107 Many abolitionists answered the
Liberator’s editorial call to attend the conventions.
Late spring and early summer 1842 had already been a busy time for the island.
Obed Macy confided to his journal that “it has been an uncommon remarkable time of
late. The public has been taken up with a variety o f circumstances viz New Steam Boat,
The Camels...Temperance Meetings, Antislavery Meetings, Shearing sheep...and a great
number o f subjects o f minor importance.” Macy was somewhat dubious o f all the activity
on the island, “all which keeps the town in continual commotion, and many o f them o f
little or nor profit to the Town.” 108 His reservations prefigured a rocky Nantucket
antislavery convention later that summer.
Nantucket activists who regularly participated were in attendance - Isaac Austin,
Nathaniel Barney, Anna Gardner, and George Bradburn - in addition to notable national
figures such as William Lloyd Garrison, Frederick Douglass, Charles Lenox Remond,

107 “Anti-Slavery Convention at Nantucket,” The Liberator, July 22, 1842, July 29,1842, August 5,
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108 Obed Macy, “A Record of the most remarkable events kept by Obed Macy,” July 7 1842,
Collection 96 - Macy Family Papers Journal 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
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The “camels” that Macy mentioned in the July 7 entry refer to the invention of a floating drydock used
to float Nantucket whaleships over the sandbar at the mouth o f Nantucket’s now silted-over and shallow
harbor entrance. See Eric Jay Dolin, Leviathan: The History o f Whaling in America (New York: W. W.
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John A. Collins (general agent o f the American Anti-Slavery Society), and newcomer to
the island Stephen S. Foster o f New Hampshire, as the convention opened at the
Atheneum on Wednesday, August 10. Convention participants introduced a number of
resolutions, arguing among other propositions that slavery was “incompatible with the
preservation o f northern rights and interests,” and that the institution rested “at the
foundation o f our national moral degradation and pecuniary embarrassments.” 109
The meetings proceeded normally until Thursday evening, when the convention
was “annoyed by noisy and riotous proceedings o f persons, assembled around the Hall,
who by hooting, screeching, throwing brick-bats and other missiles, manifested their
determination not to listen to the truth.” 110 George H. Gardner remarked in his diary on
the unrest outside the meeting: “Abolition Convention at the Atheneum, this eve. About
200 outside throwing eggs...stones, &c.” ni Years later Deborah Coffin Hussey Adams
wrote in her memoirs that “pro-slavery feeling, too, ran high” in Nantucket, a sentiment
that her relatives experienced firsthand when “Cousin Eliza Barney and others were
pelted with rotten eggs at an anti-slavery meeting.” 112
The situation only worsened the following day, Friday, August 12. As Garrison
and Stephen Foster spoke in the evening session at the Atheneum, “little was understood
by the audience, in consequence o f the mob which had rallied its forces during the day,
and was making a hideous noise without, stamping and whistling, flinging brickbats and
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stones, in response to the powerful arguments urged by the speakers.” 113 George H.
Gardner observed that “at the Atheneum, [a] regular mob, would not let them speak
throwed eggs...Garrison, Collins, Foster &c undertook to speak but could not be heard.”
Despite adjournment o f the meeting, there were “several windows broken in” by the
mob.114 “In the evening there a mobish party surrounded the house, and provided
themselves with rotten eggs, bricks, stones, and dirt, which was thrown at the windows,
which broke some of the glass,” endangering those who were inside the building, Obed
Macy recalled. Escalating violence was the immediate cause for a town meeting held “on
the 12th to see why the legal authority did not expel the mobish actions,” when the
convention was to continue for several more days.115
The Liberator argued that “some hard truths had been uttered by individual
members of the Convention, relative to the imbecility o f the clergy, and the impious
hypocrisy o f the church in neglecting to labor for the slave.” Accordingly the “spirit of
mobocracy had taken offence and come up to the rescue o f these hoary-headed
institutions.” 116 During the evening session on August 10, Douglass had indeed spoken
o f “the southern clergy in terms o f the most withering sarcasm.” Foster had continued
with his own attack on religious institutions, in what the official record o f the meeting
called “a speech o f great energy and vigor.” 117 Foster included northern churches in his
critique, like the Baptists and Methodists, as they were part o f national conferences or
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conventions that refused to speak out against slavery. Attacking slaveholders was one
thing; attacking northern churches was quite another. The situation worsened for the
Convention in coming days.
Representatives o f the Atheneum Hall were on hand Saturday morning, August
13, and made it clear that, “unless its members would consider themselves responsible for
any damages which it might receive from the mob,” the Convention would have to move
elsewhere. George Bradbum moved that the Convention forsake the Atheneum in favor
of the Town Hall, but his proposal was at first rejected by the meeting.118 Yet the
Atheneum’s management would no longer tolerate the growing danger to its building,
and delegates adjourned until a new site could be found.
Continuation o f the riots forced Nantucket’s leaders to call a town meeting to be
held that same day. George Gardner’s diary noted that they planned “to see about the
proceedings o f last night,” but they failed to take any sort o f action, either against the
mob or in support o f the abolitionists.119 Gathering that evening at Franklin Hall, Stephen
Foster, Frederick Douglass, and George Bradbum, among others, were able to discuss
some resolutions “until near the time o f adjournment; when the meeting was entirely
broken up, and the audience compelled to disperse.” 120 While Foster was speaking, the
meeting “was broken, by a volley o f rotten eggs thrown in,” forcing the delegates “to
clear the Hall.” 121 Chased out o f yet another venue, Nantucket’s abolitionists and friends
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were running out of options, and the situation was trying the patience o f the island’s other
white citizens.
As rain began to fall on Sunday, August 14, an intense search began for a suitable
location to conclude the convention. “Foster went into the Quaker meeting house on Fair
Street,” according to George Gardner’s diary, “and began to speak.” Hoping to find a
house o f refuge among the Quakers o f the island, to the contrary, “they rose up and put
him out.”122 Rain kept all but a few away from the site o f the day’s first meeting at the
public square. That afternoon the Convention met at the Town Hall, though by evening
“the town authorities, perceiving the rampant developments o f the mobocratic spirit,
revoked their decision to allow the Convention to occupy the Hall, and they were
consequently obliged to avail themselves o f the liberal offer, by its proprietor, o f a large
boat-builder’s shop, on the outskirts o f the town, as a last resort.” 123
Driven from one location to another on the island, “a large assemblage gathered
within and around this building,” according to the Liberator's account, “animated by a
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zeal and enthusiasm which seemed to have increased, in a degree commensurate with the
fiendish malignity which they had been driven to this ‘refuge o f oppression.’” In the
absence o f the Convention’s president, Isaac Austin, Nantucket’s agent for the Liberator,
Oliver C. Gardner, “was called to the chair.”124 Twenty years earlier, Gardner had been
one o f the people instrumental in saving Arthur Cooper from slave-catchers. Now he and
everyone involved with the abolitionist convention were chased around Nantucket from
one location to the next by an anti-abolitionist mob. Before adjourning for the day, Austin
arrived at the shop, only a short time before “the meeting was interrupted, and the
assembly grossly insulted by the mob,” although this time the abolitionists stood their
ground, adjourning to meet Monday evening at the Town Hall.125
The convention finally concluded on Monday, August 15, 1842, more out o f
concern for personal safety than in keeping with schedule. As the remaining delegates to
the convention stood on the steps of Town Hall, having spent the past few days under
assault by the mob, “fearing from developments apparent, that the meeting would be
again assailed by the mob, stimulated by their passions to deeds o f lawless violence, it
was deemed expedient, by a few abolitionists, to give up the meeting and adjourn.” 126
George Gardner noted that the mob once again arrived, “throwing eggs,” some o f which
struck John A. Collins. A part o f the meeting appears to have taken place inside the hall,
as George Gardner recorded that “the mob rushed in after Foster, Collins jumped out the
window.” 127
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As the Nantucket Anti-Slavery Convention o f 1842 closed under the shadow o f
mob violence, driven off the home island o f some o f the anti-slavery movement’s most
outspoken advocates, people were left to make sense of Nantucket’s fall from grace.
Disgusted with the actions of the community over their five days on Nantucket,
abolitionists concluded the public record of the meeting with a series o f indictments of
Nantucket and its people. “A deep stain has been fixed by the proceedings o f the mob on
the hitherto deservedly high character o f Nantucket for general good order and liberality
o f feeling,” the delegates declaimed; “years must elapse before her former high character
can be attained.” 128
Nantucketers attacked “the manner in which [abolitionists] have treated the
subject” o f emancipation. “The greatest objection,” wrote Obed Macy, “is they defamed
all the Churches in terms that is thought reproachful.” Macy for one was relieved at the
departure o f the abolitionists, for “their conduct from a false zeal for the abolition of
slavery caused great excitement and disturbance among the people.” Writing on August
13, Macy concluded that “the manner in which they have treated the subject has caused
great excitement, some in favour o f their movement but more have become disgusted,
believing that some of them carries their views too far, and farther than truth would
warrant.” He added that in light o f the riots incited by their presence and actions, “I am
therefore glad they are gone and hope they will never return, unless their manner of
treating the subject o f abolition is very much altered for the better.” 129
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The assessment o f the antislavery meetings was no better in the local press. “We
have been told that our people were a set o f thieves, pirates, robbers, and man-stealers—
that our clergymen were ‘pimps to Satan’—that there was not a drunkard nor a rum-seller
in town that was not nearer the kingdom o f Heaven than our clergymen,” the Nantucket
Inquirer indignantly noted.130 The editor o f the Nantucket Inquirer called on to the
abolitionists to explain the events o f the riots, arguing “the course pursued by them will
be an injury to the cause o f the slave in this place.” 131
Not surprisingly the Liberator countered, suggesting the article’s “tendency and
aim are palpably to gloss over the atrocities o f mobocracy. The Nantucket rioters will
finish the perusal o f this article with emotions o f complacency, satisfaction and
gratitude.”132 Writing in a similar vein, the editor o f the Nantucket Islander spoke
disparagingly o f how “eloquent” the rioters were in defense o f their position “with brick
bats; their defence o f religion, and our ‘time-honored institutions,’ is heroic— with rotten
eggs.”133 In yet another article on the riots and island reaction to the attacks made on the
abolitionists, the editor o f the Nantucket Inquirer agreed with a Nantucket abolitionist
that, “ if Slavery is ever abolished, it will be by and through the exertions o f the
abolitionists,” but he continued to take issue with the methods and ideology of the
movement:
We do not thence infer that it is our duty to support and countenance the doings of
every man that calls himself an abolitionist. If such a man uses insulting and
slanderous language, if he unjustifiably outrages the feelings o f a community, we
think he should be censured and rebuked. If, in our opinion, the course he is

130 “Riotous Outbreaks, Freedom o f Speech, Anti-Slavery Convention,” Nantucket Inquirer, August
20,1842, and “The Anti-Slavery Convention and the Riot,” The Liberator September 2, 1842.
131 Riotous Outbreaks, Freedom o f Speech, Anti-Slavery Convention,” Nantucket Inquirer, August 20,
1842.
132 “The Anti-Slavery Convention and the Riot,” The Liberator, September 2, 1842.
133 “Freedom of Speech,” Nantucket Islander, August 20,1842.

177

pursuing is calculated to injure rather than advance the cause o f the slave, we
believe that it is our duty to say so freely and openly, and that in so doing we act
the part o f a friend o f freedom and humanity.134
Amid the debate on the virtues o f either side o f the convention riots, at least one
anonymous Nantucket resident was radicalized by the events in August 1842. Horrified
by the actions undertaken by fellow islanders during the convention, the writer stated
simply that “there are two parties, the oppressed and the oppressors: which savors most
o f Christianity, judge ye. I am not a member o f the Anti-Slavery Society, nor have I
attended many o f their meetings, but I henceforth subscribe myself an
ABOLITIONIST.”135
Many identified Stephen Foster’s attack on the clergy as having provoked the
Nantucket mob. While Foster’s oratorical style was more combative and sensational than
that o f many Garrisonians in the 1840s, his position was becoming more typical o f the
movement as a whole. Garrisonians believed that slavery was a hideous evil and that
anyone who did not adamantly oppose slavery was responsible for its continuation. To
keep themselves morally pure, radical abolitionists were urged to “come out” o f all
groups and institutions that did not support abolition; that included religious
denominations that included slaveholders, and the main denominations in the early 1840s
indeed still encompassed both Northerners and Southerners.136 Ministers o f the gospel
were especially guilty, for o f all people, they should eschew and condemn evil. For
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diehards like Foster, it was a short step from there to blaming the same clergymen for the
evils slavery allowed, such as whipping and the sexual abuse o f enslaved women.
Stephen Foster wrote his pamphlet The Brotherhood o f Thieves in 1843 as a
means o f circulating the comments made on Nantucket during the tumultuous anti
slavery meetings the year before.137 This work was his attempt to prove the “priesthood
to be a ‘Brotherhood o f Thieves’ and the ‘Bulwark of American Slavery.’” In designing
his piece as an open letter to Nathaniel Barney, an important white Nantucket whaling
merchant and abolitionist, Foster explained his speech:
The remarks which I made at your Convention were o f a most grave and startling
character. They strike at the very foundation o f all our popular ecclesiastical
institutions, and exhibit them to the world as apologists and supporters o f the most
atrocious system o f oppression and wrong, beneath which humanity has ever
groaned. They reflect on the church the deepest possible odium, by disclosing to
public view the chains and handcuffs, the whips and branding-irons, the rifles and
bloodhounds, with which her ministers and deacons bind the limbs and lacerate
the flesh of innocent men and defenseless women.. .But, appalling and ominous as
they were, I am not aware that I gave the parties accused, or their mobocratic
friends, any just cause o f complaint.138
Foster was no stranger to controversy; his impassioned dedication to the abolitionist
cause landed him in jail on multiple occasions.139 Where Foster’s supporters saw fervent
devotion to the abolitionist cause, his many detractors viewed the same actions as
fanaticism. Whether white Nantucket residents chafed at the charges brought by the
antislavery advocate, or at the manner in which the message was delivered, Stephen S.
Foster struck a chord on Nantucket that reverberated through the remainder o f the 1840s.
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In defense o f Foster, whose language sparked much o f the 1842 controversy, one
Nantucket writer contended that “much o f Stephen S. Foster’s language, however harsh
and denunciatory, was true,” adding that “a community whose laws are mob laws, has not
much to boast of, either in a moral or religious point o f view.”140 The Liberator remarked
that “we believe this is the first time the lawless spirit o f mobocracy has displayed itself
on that Island. To think its being called out in defense o f a corrupt church and
priesthood!”141 Many in the abolitionist community were left to defend Foster in the face
o f justifications o f the Nantucket mob.
Obed Macy o f Nantucket was one o f those left deeply offended by Foster’s
accusations. Writing in his journal, Macy remarked that Foster “speaks his mind what he
thinks is his duty, without regard whose feelings are wounded by his observations, he has
given great offence to many.” In Macy’s opinion, “he denounces the clergy in general,
and all the churches, let their profession be what it may, and includes the Society o f
Friends.” 142 Apologists for the rioters stated that the same abolitionists who exercised
their “right of free discussion” denied that right to the public, with mob violence as the
only possible response.143 The Liberator meanwhile insisted that “the disgraceful riots
commenced in support o f a spurious priesthood and a rotten church— o f northern
colorphobia and southern man-stealing.” 144 The off-island abolitionists returned home,
and Nantucket residents resumed their daily lives, but the social unrest that occurred
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between August 10 and August 15 revealed deep and underlying antipathies that would
persist through much of the rest o f the nineteenth century.
The turmoil o f the summer of 1842 gave rise to significant concerns about how
effectively Nantucket’s white abolitionists could continue to contribute to the antislavery
movement. One Nantucket resident acknowledged the precarious position that activists
now found themselves in among their fellow islanders:
I am an Abolitionist, and that in Nantucket, is very unpopular, if a person is a
plain outspoken Abolitionist. He may be an antislavery man, and pass along very
well, but if he is an abolitionist, he will be traduced, slandered, mulcted and every
thing that malice can inflict. But I am not prevented by any o f these things from
acting out my own convictions o f right, and if the two great parties cannot
understand me I don’t know as I am to blame for it. I write and talk against
whatever I consider wrong and take the consequences.145
In contrast to an “antislavery man” who was opposed to the extension o f slavery on the
grounds of competition with free labor, abolitionists were in general not very popular,
North or South. Abolitionists were not only fighting to stop the spread of slavery, and to
free the slaves; they were also contending for some measure o f black equality. The
pressures o f being an avowed abolitionist on an island of not more than ten thousand
inhabitants must have been substantial. For the most part though, Nantucket’s
abolitionists appear to have remained undeterred in their commitment to the cause.
Also writing late in the year, Charlotte Austin indicated to a friend and fellow
abolitionist that Nantucket’s abolitionists planned to continue financially supporting the
activities o f the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society by way o f an antislavery fair held on
the island in December, and by sending “articles unsold o f sufficient value” in support of

145 H.G.O. Colby, n.p., to Isaiah C. Ray, n.p., December 1,1842, Isaiah C. Ray Correspondence, New
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181

the Boston fair. “It seems scarcely necessary for us to say to thee, that urgent demands
are made on abolitionists at this time to sustain those efficient instrumentalities, the
Liberator and the Standard.” Austin confided in her letter that, “in addition to this all
local expenditures for the promulgation o f our principles are borne here by a very limited
number.” Nantucket’s reliance on whaling for its financial survival further complicated
these efforts:
Friends o f the cause at Nantucket have heretofore cheerfully responded to calls
made upon them. May they continue to do so in proportion to their ability. But the
general depression in business affairs, affects no class o f persons more sensibly
than dealed in our staple commodity, and while we remember that our first
retrenchments should not be in our charities, this must o f course affect them.146
At the same time that the 1842 Nantucket riots raised questions about the island’s
commitment to reform, the close connection between Nantucket’s reformers and whaling
had also become something o f a liability for economic reasons.
By the 1840s Nantucket’s whaling fortunes were in sharp decline. The entrance to
Nantucket’s harbor had silted over to the point that lighters, or small boats, had to ferry
supplies and cargo between the whaleships and shore, adding greatly to the expenses of
the voyages. Nantucketers later attempted to float whaleships loaded with whale oil over
the sandbar using “camels”— floating drydocks—with some success. Competition from
New Bedford’s whaling fleet continued to challenge the ability o f Nantucket to stay in
the market for whale oil.147 The industry that had long sustained the island’s reformers,
black and white, now stood to diminish the potential for Nantucket’s ability to participate
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in the movement for social change at a crucial juncture. In part apologizing that
Nantucket could not do more to support the activities o f the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery
society, Charlotte’s father Isaac Austin wrote in 1843, “the commercial pressure upon
this community is severe beyond all former experience and many local circumstances
have occurred which have made our trials in that way heavy indeed, otherwise more
would have been done.” 148 Charlotte herself added, “We hope all towns will not fall off
as we shall, though our short coming, is not to be understood as a decrease o f interest in
the cause.” 149
With the debates over race, slavery, and abolitionism intensifying in the 1840s, it
would appear that Nantucket reformers nevertheless continued to contribute as much as
possible to the abolitionist movement in spite o f the reversals in Nantucket’s whaling
economy. They signed petitions and sent money in the attempt to save George Latimer, a
fugitive slave, from being forced back into slavery.150 Notwithstanding a notice to George
Bradburn “that the individuals, whose attendance is desired at the contemplated
Convention in that place [Nantucket] in June, will not be able - much to their own regret
- to visit the Island, at that time,” Bradburn and others conducted a successful anti-
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slavery convention in Nantucket in June 1843.151 At the 12th Annual Meeting o f the
Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society held at Faneuil Hall on January 24, 1844, George
Bradburn was elected one of the vice-presidents for the coming year.152
Back on Nantucket in October 1845, “at a meeting o f anti-slavery friends,” the
Nantucket Anti-Slavery Society, with Anna Gardner as secretary submitting the
resolution to the press, “voted that we prepare a Nantucket table at the Massachusetts
Anti-Slavery Fair.” 153 In spite o f their best efforts, Gardner and other Nantucket
abolitionists were only able to “forward articles to the value o f fifty two dollars:
regretting very much that it is not in our power to make a greater donation to the cause.
We anticipated very little aid: but have realized much less than we anticipated.” As had
been the case in 1843, Nantucket’s abolitionists were again unable to staff a table at the
Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Fair. As the teacher o f Nantucket’s African School, Gardner
wrote “it is altogether impracticable: could I conveniently leave school, the fear that our
harbor may be blockaded by ice would prevent me from leaving the island.” 154
Correspondence with off-island contacts indicates that Nantucket abolitionists
continued to raise funds by holding an annual Nantucket anti-slavery fair through most of
the rest o f the 1840s and 1850s, turning the proceeds and any other items that could be
sold to benefit the abolitionist cause over to the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society or to
aid in publication o f the Liberator } 5S In 1851, Boston abolitionist Loring Moody

151 “Convention at Nantucket,” The Liberator, May 19,1843; see also The Liberator, June 16, 1843,
and July 14, 1843.
152 The Liberator, February 2,1844.
153 The Liberator, October 24,1845.
154 Anna Gardner, Nantucket, to Maria Weston Chapman, December 15, 1845, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 21, p.
139, Papers of Maria Weston Chapman, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library,
Boston, Massachusetts.
155 See correspondence between Charlotte Austin Joy, Nantucket, and Maria Weston Chapman,
Boston, in letters dated December 14,1842, March 29,1843, August 5, 1843, October 3, 1843, December

184

proposed a series o f meetings to be held in Nantucket “for the purpose o f lecturing on
slavery, the fugitive slave law, and taking collections to be appropriated” to aid a fellow
abolitionist, William L. Chaplin. Nathaniel Barney and Isaac Austin were informed that
Chaplin had been arrested in Maryland while attempting to carry fugitive slaves to
freedom and now required $19,000 to secure his freedom on bail.156 No matter how
compelling the details o f Chaplin’s case, how much financial help Barney, Austin, or
other Nantucket abolitionists could offer had by now become an open question in
abolitionist circles.
Although the island’s public reputation had suffered in the wake o f the 1842 riots,
it was the decline o f whaling in Nantucket more than anything else that influenced the
ability o f the island’s abolitionists to make an impact on the wider movement. Whaling
had enabled Nantucket residents, black and white, to become heavily involved in
abolitionism and reform. Now that whaling was in decline in Nantucket those same
reformers came under increasing financial pressure that dictated how extensively they
could engage in the continuing debate over slavery.

29,1843, and January 9, 1844 in Ms. A.9.2, Papers of Maria Weston Chapman, Rare Books and
Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts. See also Charlotte Austin Joy,
Hopedale, Mass, to Maria Weston Chapman, Weymouth, Mass, September 8,1857, Ms. A.4.6A, vol. 3, p.
109, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
In 1843, Nantucket resident and abolitionist Isaiah C. Ray wrote, “My wife sent some goods to the late
Fair, holden in Boston, to be sold for the benefit o f the Liberator. Did you, or were they received according
to direction?” See Isaiah C. Ray, Nantucket, to H. W. Williams, Boston, January 23,1843, Ms. A.9.2, vol.
18, p. 3, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
In an 1857 letter to Maria Weston Chapman that in all likelihood was sent a short time before
Nathaniel and Eliza Barney left Nantucket to follow his daughter to New York, Nathaniel Barney wrote,
“Your Fair is in progress, [and] I hope you will have your reward. Thy own efforts have been unremitting. I
enclose Ten dollars for the Fair.” He added a “List o f Articles Sent to Boston Bazaar, Dec 16th, ‘57” with
goods totaling $25.53 in value, including fifteen “prs. stockings,” three “prs. mittens,” two “boy’s
neckties,” and one “flannel skirt” See Nathaniel Barney, Nantucket, to Maria Weston Chapman, Boston,
December 20, 1857, Ms. A.9.2, Vol. 29, p. 46, Papers o f Maria Weston Chapman, Rare Books and
Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
156 Loring Moody, Boston, Massachusetts, to Nathaniel Barney or Isaac Austin, Nantucket,
Massachusetts, April 29,1851, Collection 54 - Barney Family Papers, 1728-1860, Folder 3, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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The financial losses that mounted as fewer and fewer islanders were able to make
a living from whaling meant that Nantucket’s reformers pressed ahead with diminishing
resources. Meetings, lectures, and discussions appear to have continued as mainstays
among Nantucket’s abolitionist and reform-minded residents as the country moved closer
to civil war. Yet the once robust financial contributions that Nantucket abolitionists made
to the cause declined as fewer and fewer whaleships sailed from Nantucket harbor,
leaving Barney and other merchants with less whale oil every year to process in their
factories, and fewer jobs along the waterfront or at sea for New Guinea’s residents.
To focus solely on the contributions o f white abolitionists in Nantucket’s fight
against slavery, however, is to miss the significant involvement o f black abolitionists and
social reformers in the movement for change. Although much o f the surviving historical
record o f Nantucket’s involvement in the abolitionist movement o f the 1840s centers on
the white community and the abolitionist conventions that brought speakers, attention,
and conflict to the island, it is important to note that New Guinea remained a part o f the
movement, both in the fight against slavery and in the struggle for social equality. As
prominent white men and women arrived on the island, or ventured elsewhere to
champion the abolitionist cause and condemn everything from slavery itself to the clergy,
one black merchant had quietly continued to market his wares in the New Guinea
community, and to involve himself and his people in the ongoing debate over slavery,
abolitionism, and social equality.
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CHAPTER 5
“CLOUDS OF DARKNESS”

Most of the people living in Nantucket’s New Guinea community who fought so
hard for abolitionism and equality left few or no traces behind in the historical record.
Evidence from Edward J. Pompey’s store suggests that discussion about social equality
and the abolition o f slavery was widespread among Nantucket’s black residents. It is well
documented that, by choice or by circumstance, New Guinea had become a self-sufficient
community apart from the white, Quaker world o f Nantucket by the 1840s. One
contemporary wrote, “the colored citizenship then living over in Guinea, limitedly, at
least, had shops and stores of their own for community trade.” 1 Historian Nathaniel
Philbrick argues in his analysis o f Nantucket and New Guinea that “Nantucket Quakers
had done their best to insulate themselves from the rest o f the world.” New Guinea was
unusual in that its residents welcomed diversity and strove to reach out beyond their
limited borders to other people and communities: “here was a community where a
different attitude prevailed...With its own stores, school, church, and graveyard, this was
a place where Nantucket’s men and women ‘o f color’ operated in a microcosm of
extraordinary diversity” as African Americans coexisted with Portuguese immigrants
from the Azores and other people o f color from as far away as the South Pacific.2
Commercial life in New Guinea can be partially reconstructed, and with it some
of the successful public and private pursuits that fostered a sense o f communal pride and

1 Joseph E. C. Famham, Brief Historical Data and Memories o f my Boyhood Days in Nantucket
(Providence: Snow & Famham, 1915), 139.
2 See Nathaniel Philbrick, Away Off Shore: Nantucket Island and its People, 1602-1890 (Nantucket:
Mill Hill Press, 1994), 179.
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translated into demands for equal education and opportunities. Formerly a whaleman and
captain of the all-black-crewed New Bedford whaleship Rising States, Edward J. Pompey
died o f consumption (tuberculosis) on October 6, 1848, in Nantucket at roughly the age
o f forty-eight. The disease that killed him was common, and well known to Nantucket’s
black residents.3 Among the final records associated with Pompey’s life, the inventory of
his estate compiled in November 1848, stands out and reveals much o f what life was like
in New Guinea during the 1840s.
Whatever may have been typical about him, Pompey was also a remarkable
individual in Nantucket’s black community, one who succeeded in the fight to attain
financial parity with white businessmen. A wealthy man at the time o f his death in 1848,
the inventory o f his estate reveals a wide range o f assets totaling $1,525.40 in worth, a
large sum o f money for the 1800s. Some o f this amount represented savings and
investments. Pompey had $210 “Cash in deposit in Pacific Bank,” a building that served
as the centerpiece o f the (white) commercial district at the head o f Main Street and
Straight Wharf. He also had $300 in the form o f “Cash in Savings Institution.”
Investments in nineteenth-century Nantucket often took the form o f purchasing shares in
whaleships. Pompey fits this accepted form o f investment in his ownership o f a 1/32
share o f the schooner R. B. Smith with a value o f $125 and “his part o f [Schooner]
Highland’ valued at $130.4 As a respected member o f society, Pompey was able to
participate in a predominantly white sphere o f commercial activity.

3 Scott, ed., Vital Records of Nantucket, Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume V-Deaths, 494. See
also gravestone o f Captain Edward J. Pompey, Colored Cemetery, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
* Probate Records 17,358, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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Inventories o f what was available to customers in New Guinea stores offer
valuable insight into the lives of black Nantucket residents. Pompey’s store was his most
important commercial venture, and the probate inventory is a priceless tool for analyzing
the material consumption and financial situation o f Nantucket’s people o f color in the
1840s. He sold a wide variety of goods to his customers in New Guinea. The inventory
lists items for producing and mending clothes, including shirt buttons, “spools sewing
silk,” needles, and most importantly flax seed (flax being used to make linen). Pompey
also sold bottles o f smelling salts, camphor, sperm oil, and laudanum, all products with
medicinal uses in the nineteenth century. Basic necessities like nails, shingles, a box o f
percussion caps for guns, and “sundry crockery,” could be found for sale, along with
pocketbooks, “lockets and trinkets,” fans, numerous hair combs, several “bottles hair oil,”
perfume, “tooth powder” and toothbrushes, cakes o f shaving soap, and cologne. With the
popularity o f tobacco among whalemen, it is also not surprising to find that Pompey
carried a selection of cigars and snuff in his store.5 Together the items for sale in New
Guinea suggest a community building momentum and even achieving certain comforts
from the opportunities offered through the whaling industry.
Captain Absalom F. Boston was another o f the storeowners who, like Pompey,
contributed to New Guinea’s commercial development even as he supported abolitionism
and other reforms. At the time of his death in 1855, Boston owned a store on York
Street.6 Boston’s will left everything to his wife, Hannah C. Boston, which explains the
presence of “Mrs. Boston Shop” on York Street in 1858, Hannah having retained the

5 Probate Records 17, 358-361, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
6 Probate Records 19,448, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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store in New Guinea.7 A third black-owned retail business was Stephen Pompey’s
grocery store, one o f the shops New Guinea had “o f their own for community trade.”8
These stores afforded status to their owners and provided a necessary service to their
customers within Nantucket’s segregated community o f color.
Several books found among the goods owned by Edward Pompey, either as
personal property or in the inventory o f his New Guinea store, offer further evidence o f
the continued efforts by black Nantucket residents to promote interest in abolitionism and
reform. Along with such titles as “Hist, o f Nantucket,” a “History of the late war,” and
“Prayers and devotions,” were books related to the antislavery movement that was so
much a part o f Pompey’s life. The appraisers noted a “Lecture on Slavery” as they
inventoried his estate. Most telling, however, was the presence among Pompey’s effects
of the “Narrative o f Wm Brown,” undoubtedly the Narrative o f William W. Brown, A
Fugitive Slave, published in Boston a year before Pompey’s death, and three copies o f the
“Life o f Douglass,” the famous Narrative o f the Life o f Frederick Douglass, an American
Slave, published for the first time in 1845.9
Both works recalled the horrors o f slavery, with the Douglass narrative
dramatically recounting the proud moment for himself and black Nantucket when just a
few years earlier he had addressed the anti-slavery convention gathered on the island and
begun his career as an abolitionist.10 O f the books associated with Pompey that survive in

7 Probate Records 19,122-123, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket, Massachusetts, and Map of
Nantucket 1858 by Henry F. Walling, 1000 Map Collection, Drawer 5 Folder 1 no. 4, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
8 Famham, Brief Historical Data, 139.
9 Inventory o f E. J. Pompey’s estate, Probate Records 17, 360, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket,
Massachusetts. See also William Wells Brown, Narrative o f William W. Brown, A Fugitive Slave, ed.
Joseph J. Kwiat (New York: Johnson Reprint Corporation, 1970) and Frederick Douglass, Frederick
Douglass: Autobiographies (New York: The Library o f America, 1994).
10 Douglass, Frederick Douglass, 96.
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the historical record, the one title o f which there were as many as three copies— and thus
perhaps the book most important to him and his consumers— was Douglass’s Narrative.
The inventory of Pompey’s estate, including the store, also listed four sticks of
sealing wax, one seal stamp, one “bunch quills,” several bottles o f ink, “British ink
powder,” one “lot writing letter paper,” and sixteen lead pencils.11 Despite the scarcity o f
primary records from the black community, this was a community that included many
literate people. People o f color living in Nantucket subscribed to the leading newspapers
o f the time, including the abolitionist and African American press. They read a wide
range o f books and corresponded with people off island who could help improve their
situation. Petitions written to the Massachusetts State Legislature in 1845 proved to be
some o f the most compelling weapons in the fight to end inequality for people o f color,
targeting school segregation on Nantucket. Whether or not Eunice Ross, one o f the
students at the center o f the integration debate, or her supporters purchased quill, ink, and
paper from Pompey’s store in New Guinea, the fact remains that these items were
available to the black inhabitants o f Nantucket. Abolitionists and reformers would soon
use these tools to counter the powerful forces arrayed in favor o f segregation in
Nantucket, with far-reaching consequences for the wider discussion about freedom and
equality in nineteenth-century America.
The abolitionist movement in Nantucket during the 1840s encompassed dramatic
events, ranging from the official introduction o f Frederick Douglass as a professional
abolitionist to the terrible mob violence o f 1842. A minority o f black and white
Nantucket residents pressed a cause that still outraged one segment o f local popular

" Probate Records 17,358-361, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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opinion. Nantucket’s abolitionist movement did survive the tumult o f the early 1840s,
and the New Guinea community continued to prosper and grow through this period.
Elements o f the local press, however, saw clear portents o f terrible hardship that lay in
the future:
Upon the political horizon o f our country, at the present time, there are to be seen
clouds o f darkness gathering. What it imports none can tell, save those who are
well versed in political knowledge. We should, however, be upon the look-out,
and watch with eagerness the changes in the position, and the general direction o f
these clouds, many o f which are evidently charged with influences which, like the
lightning, may be needed to purify the moral atmosphere. Our land is covered
with churches, but we doubt whether all these, even if thrown into one, would be
sufficient to save her from wrath which her sons and daughters have provoked,
and which may yet burst upon us for our misdeeds, as a nation nominally
Christian. Let us be wise, and repent o f our GREAT OFFENSE.12
Also noteworthy is the fact that the Inquirer's position in 1845 was little different from
Stephen Foster’s in 1842, which had been viewed as coarse and ultra-radical just three
years before. A combination o f national events that contributed to the sectional crisis in
the 1840s—annexation of Texas, debates over the extension o f slavery, and increasing
tension with Mexico—and Nantucket’s local struggle to integrate the public schools,
contributed to the conversion o f the Inquirer and others who now supported abolition and
equal rights for black Americans.
In the view of some Quakers, and especially that o f black Nantucket residents
who were deeply invested in the plight o f southern slaves, the stability o f American
society had been called into question. Developments in New Guinea during the 1840s and
1850s provided hope for Nantucket as a local community in spite o f the darkness that
pervaded national affairs. As black islanders fought to educate their children, and black

12 Nantucket Inquirer, August 16,1845.

192

religious life thrived, some light shone through the ominous clouds forming on the
horizon.
Nantucket’s “colored cemetery” holds the graves o f a number o f important New
Guinea residents, including Edward J. Pompey, Arthur Cooper, and many members o f the
family o f Absalom Boston. One gravestone, however, marks the final resting place o f a
particularly remarkable person, a woman who greatly influenced the trajectory of
Nantucket history in the 1840s. Next to the grave o f her sister Sarah B. Ross on the
western side o f the cemetery, Eunice F. Ross’s marker provides only her name, date o f
death - February 23, 1895, and age - seventy-two years. The simplicity o f the stone
belies the controversy her life and dreams evoked. Educated in the island’s African
School by Anna Gardner, the daughter o f Oliver C. Gardner and a noted abolitionist in
her own right, Ross was “particularly fond o f the study o f French, in which language she
became proficient.” The obituary goes on to place Ross squarely at the center o f a
formative period in Nantucket history:
Miss Eunice F. Ross, who died at her home on York street last Wednesday, was
the prominent figure in an event in the town’s history, which, though well known
to the older residents, will be o f interest to our younger readers. It was at the time
when the color line was closely drawn in the public schools, and an attempt to
gain admission for a colored pupil on terms o f equality with white scholars, was
frowned upon. Miss Ross had been a pupil o f Miss Anna Gardner at what was
known as the “African School,” on York street. She was an apt scholar, and, Miss
Gardner had advanced her until she was qualified for entrance to the High School,
where she made application for admission. Public indignation was aroused at this
(as then termed) “outrage.” But the advocates of equal rights would not “down,”
and clung tenaciously to their cause— and won the fight.13

13 “Obituary,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, March 2, 1895. A much shorter entry on the first page
o f the same paper notes among those who had died recently “in this town, 23d ult, Eunice F. Ross, aged 72
years,” see “Died,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, March 2, 1895. Other details about Ross’s life are
difficult to find. Nantucket historian Barbara Linebaugh White, who has written the most extensively on
Eunice Ross, has found that with the exception o f a petition sent to the state legislature in 1845, Ross’s
obituary provides the only other substantial documentation of her life. See Barbara Linebaugh White, The
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A letter to the Boston School Committee in 1849 also recalled Ross’s attempt to gain
admission to the High School. “In 1840, a coloured girl applied to be examined,
preparatory to admission into the High School,” wrote then School Committee member
John H. Shaw; “the committee found her qualified, but the town instructed them not to
admit her, and she was refused.” 14
One year before Frederick Douglass arrived on the island to speak at the
Nantucket Atheneum, and two years before mob violence erupted and drove the
abolitionist convention from the island, seventeen-year-old Eunice Ross touched off a
debate that would take nearly a decade to resolve. She and other black students wanted to
apply for admission to the new High School, or gain entry into public schools other than
New Guinea’s African School. With roots in the educational history o f the island, the
abolitionist cause o f the 1830s and early 1840s, and the entire history o f segregated black
life on Nantucket, the integration crisis brought the fight for equality home, off the decks
o f the whaleship or in the press o f the abolitionist cause, and into the daily lives o f people
who sought equal education for their children.
Quaker religion influenced the role o f education on Nantucket just as it had
dominated many other aspects o f social life since the early 1700s. As Quakerism’s
influence slowly declined on the island beginning at the close o f the eighteenth century, it
became possible for some people in the white community to “sermonize on the need for a
free public school system on Nantucket—a horrifying prospect to a tight-fisted Quaker

African School and the Integration o f Nantucket Public Schools, 1825-1847 (Boston: Afro-American
Studies Coiter, Boston University, 1978), 15.
14 “Communications o f John H. Shaw and others o f Nantucket December 1849,” Boston School
Committee Papers File 25, 1849, Rare Books and Manuscripts, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
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community that had chosen to ignore Massachusetts educational laws for more than a
century.” 15 Nantucketers had always taught their children at home or relied on private
schools for their children’s educational needs. Not until 1827 did the island come into
compliance with state laws on education and the availability o f public schools.16
Before the introduction o f public schools on Nantucket, private schools were
available mostly to those white island residents who could afford the expense and no
longer wished to educate their children at home. Advertisements appeared periodically
publicizing these opportunities. An 1821 ad announced: “The subscriber respectfully
informs his friends and the public, that he intends opening a school, on second day
evening next, at the dwelling house o f Obed Macy, where he will teach Arithmetic,
Navigation, Lunar Observations, English Grammar and Writing,” all the essential
subjects a young man would need to know in order to become a successful officer aboard
a Nantucket whaleship.17 Daniel P. Macy appears to have been joined by others intending
to offer similar education opportunities on the island. David Joy, Jr. also proposed to
open an evening school “for the purpose o f teaching Arithmetic, English Grammar,
&c.” 18 With a recommendation from William Coffin, the great proponent o f public
education on Nantucket, and “from several Congregational Ministers, testimonials o f his
character, qualifications and experience as a teacher,” Simeon Balch planned to open a
similar school in 1822, teaching the same subjects along with “modern and ancient
geography, composition, painting, drawing and the use o f the globes.” 19

15 Philbrick, Away OffShore, 147.
16 Philbrick, Away OffShore, 157.
17 “School,” Nantucket Inquirer, October 11,1821.
18 “Instruction,” Nantucket Inquirer, October 11, 1821.
19 “New School,” Nantucket Inquirer, October 15, 1822. The advertisement ran for several issues of
the Nantucket Inquirer between October 15 and December 10,1822. See also Philbrick, Away Off Shore,
146-147,157.
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With the construction o f the African Meeting House in New Guinea in 1825,
public education also became available to black Nantucket residents. Appearing under the
heading “African School,” a public notice in the Nantucket Inquirer reported the same
year the African Meeting House opened, “the examination o f the pupils belonging to this
school. ..at the African Church, under the direction o f their teacher, the Rev. Frederick
Baylies.”20 Nantucket held quarterly examinations o f its public schools—two grammar
schools, four primary schools, and the segregated African School— that were open to
both parents and island residents to observe what the students had learned.21 A report of
one such public examination noted that the writing o f African School students “would do
credit to scholars whose opportunities have been much greater than these children have
had.” The presence o f a “very respectable number o f ladies and gentlemen, o f high
standing in society” at the examination led the editor o f the Inquirer to hope that the
school would avoid decline “for want o f pecuniary aid.”22
Official reports indicate that the elected School Committee looked favorably on
the work going on at the African School. Thirty students attended the African School by
1834, the same year the School Committee supported extending financial support to the
school “throughout the year, instead o f the usual term o f six months.”23 In 1838, the
School Committee deemed the performance o f Nantucket’s black students “peculiarly
gratifying.” School Committee members singled out the African School’s teacher for
“knowing their wants, and feeling for their situation,” adding that the teacher was

20 “African School,” Nantucket Inquirer, April 11,1825.
21 “School Examinations,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 22,1837.
22 “African School,” Nantucket Inquirer, April 18,1829.
23 At the same time, Nantucket’s public school committee recommended suspending support for one o f
die island’s public schools because o f low enrollment. See “Report o f the School Committee o f Public
Schools in Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, April 5, 1834.
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“eminently qualified to assist in elevating a race hitherto looked down upon, to a rank and
station in which colour [sic] shall no longer be considered a mark o f ignorance, a cause
for legal exception, or an excuse for oppression.”24 Despite promising reports coming
from the African School, black students formed a separate community o f scholars within
Nantucket’s network o f public schools.
As the town began to expand the public school system in 1838, several issues
arose relating to New Guinea and Nantucket’s black students. The School Committee
called for the “establishment of a higher grade than has hitherto been authorized by the
town to receive from the grammar schools and elsewhere pupils sufficiently advanced to
enter upon a course o f academic studies.” This desire soon evolved into a plan to build a
high school on the island. A subcommittee o f Nantucket’s elected School Committee,
including Isaac Austin, Samuel H. Jenks, Peleg Macy Jr., and John H. Shaw, made their
recommendation, “that a High School be established with a male teacher well qualified to
teach Latin and Greek, but more especially that he be well qualified to teach natural
sciences, and all the higher branches o f English study.” This subcommittee also
advocated higher education for young women, as it determined “that a female teacher be
associated with the male teacher, who shall have the care o f the females.” The
subcommittee’s nineteenth-century sensibilities were in evidence in a further resolution:
“That the room be made into two, that the sexes may be taught separately.”25

24 “In Town Meeting,” Nantucket Inquirer, January 13, 1838. Anna Gardner, the daughter o f one o f the
men (Oliver C. Gardner) who helped protect Arthur Cooper’s family from slave catchers in 1822, served as
the teacher o f the African school for several years in the late 1830s and early 1840s. Although she is not
named, the timing o f the school committee’s 1838 report and examination of the African School indicates
that they were referring to Gardner’s tenure as teacher of the school. See Barbara Ann White, A Line in the
Sand: The Battle to Integrate Nantucket Public Schools, 1825-1847 (New Bedford, MA: Spinner
Publications, 2009), 23.
25 Town Records 1838-1840, 56-63, Office o f the Town Clerk, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.
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At the same time, a subcommittee comprising white abolitionists Nathaniel
Barney and Isaac Austin, along with Samuel H. Jenks and John H. Shaw, recommended
that a building be set aside beginning in 1840 for black students, dedicated to “the
accommodation o f this class o f Scholars.”26 Certain committee members now sought a
dedicated school building for use in educating Nantucket’s black students. The African
Meeting House, which had served the dual role o f an African Baptist Church and the
“African School” since its construction in the early 1820s, was now deemed insufficient
for accommodating New Guinea’s school-age children. There was no mention, however,
of the proposed high school and whether black students would be able to attend.
With a budget that ranged somewhere between $4,600 and $4,800 for the
education of the island’s children in 1838, a mere $125 went to the “African School.”27
The School Committee’s report for 1839 noted that seventy scholars enrolled at the High
School, while forty-six enrolled in that same year at the African School.28 The citizens
“consider [our public schools] among the richest blessings the community is enjoying,”
wrote the School Committee on the eve o f Eunice F. Ross’s challenge, “for, if any object
can be considered as interwoven with every interest... it is the proper education o f all our
children.”29 Entered into the public record, this statement, though in all likelihood
intended to address the educational needs o f only the white students, summarized the
position o f black Nantucket parents whose children were denied equal access to public

26 Town Records 1838-1840, 55, Office o f the Town Clerk, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.
27 Town Records 1838-1840,66, Office o f the Town Clerk, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.
28 Town Records 1838-1840,139-142, Office o f the Town Clerk, Nantucket Town Building,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
29 Town Records 1838-1840,140, Office o f the Town Clerk, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.

198

education. Eunice Ross was denied access to the High School in 1840, and the beginning
of Ross’s struggle coincided with the increase in activity within Nantucket’s abolitionist
circles.
Nantucket’s people o f color responded to the question o f integration as a
community in 1842, a matter o f months before anti-abolitionist mob violence would
break out on the island. Massachusetts was involved at the time in a statewide debate on
the issue of integrating public schools. Public schools in New Bedford, Massachusetts,
had integrated by 1837, with “black children admitted on terms o f the most perfect
equality.”30 In Salem, Massachusetts, an important maritime port at the center o f the
China Trade, schools were integrated in 1843.31 Historian Barbara White notes that the
integration o f Salem’s schools was looked upon by Nantucket’s abolitionist community
as a model for achieving the same goal.32
Residents o f New Guinea gathered at the African Methodist Episcopal Zion
Church on February 23, 1842, to discuss the situation, and respond to the continued
denial o f access to equal education on the island, most importantly with regard to
admission to the High School.33 The Nantucket Inquirer published the proceedings o f the
meeting at the request of the black community—a rarity in that few meetings o f the

30 Deborah Weston, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Maria Weston Chapman, April 12, 1837, quoted
in Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford,
Massachusetts (Amherst, MA: University o f Massachusetts Press, 2001), 180.
31 Worcester, Massachusetts, and the mill town o f Lowell, Massachusetts, also integrated their public
schools during the nineteenth century. For more on the overall movement toward school integration in
Massachusetts, see Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar, 180-181,230-231; Stephen Kendrick and Paul
Kendrick, Sarah’s Long Walk: The Free Blacks o f Boston and How Their Struggle fo r Equality Changed
America (Boston: Beacon Press, 2004), 90.
32 White, A Line in the Sand, 82.
33 The press reported the meeting as having been “held in the Zion’s Church.” See “At a public
meeting o f the colored inhabitants o f Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, March 5, 1842.The African
Methodist Episcopal Zion church at New Guinea is also designated “Zion’s Church” in an 1858 map of
Nantucket. Map of Nantucket 1858 by Henry F. Walling, Collection 1000, Map Collection 1626 - Present,
Drawer 5, Folder 1 no. 4, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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island’s black residents garnered any press. Black leaders who presided at the meeting
wrote, “we look upon ourselves, and we feel as an INJURED PORTION o f this
community.” The black community had no interest in the argument that the town and
School Committee provided for establishing a separate school for New Guinea dating
back to 1825. “We are weary of this kind o f honor or distinction; we want no exclusive
school privileges,” adding that “we are citizens o f this great republic; our veins are full o f
republican blood; we contend not for, neither do we desire, any rights or privileges that
are not common to the rest o f the members o f this community.” “Each member of this
community,” they noted, “has an equal right, irrespective o f complexion or any other
accidental consideration.” “The colored children are denied access,” New Guinea
residents protested, “on the ground, as we understand it, that God has made their skins
rather browner than the morbid state o f public opinion can very well bear!” The meeting
expressed in a public resolution its earnest hope for a day in the future “when the good
sense and Christianity o f this republic will proceed to make its distinctions in Society on
just and reasonable grounds, and not according to the color o f the skin.”34 That hope was
frustrated as intransigence on the part o f town authorities, coupled with the outbreak of
mob violence surrounding the abolitionist convention in the summer o f 1842, aggravated
the situation and set the stage for a protracted battle.
Black Nantucket residents achieved a momentary victory in 1843. When “several
coloured children asked admittance into the grammar schools,” the School Committee
concluded “that they had no legal right to keep those children out o f the public schools,
and they admitted all who were qualified.” Although this decision was entirely

34 “At a public meeting o f the colored inhabitants of Nantucket,” Nantucket Inquirer, March 5,1842.
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satisfactory to the New Guinea community, a new School Committee was soon elected
by Nantucket’s adult male voters. Acting quickly, the annual Nantucket town meeting
“instructed this new Committee to expel all the coloured children from all the public
schools, except the York Street,” the renamed African School.35
Many African American parents refused to send their children back to the York
Street School. Driven out o f the public schools, most black families opted instead to
boycott the school system. Whites opposed to integration turned black boycotts into
reasons to segregate. In February 1845, they contended that black Nantucketers were
deprived o f equal education “through the influence o f individuals who have persuaded
them, in violation o f Law, not to attend the school provided for them: and not through
any action o f the School Committee, or the great body of their constituents.”36 Some
white Nantucket residents spoke more bluntly, and perhaps more candidly, arguing that
“blacks and whites must forever be distinct races.”37 Rather than suffer the “insults and
outrage” o f unequal schools and denial o f access to higher education, black Nantucketers
turned first to civil disobedience and then to the legislative process in the hope o f ending
their exclusion.
The debate took a dramatic turn in 1845 as New Guinea residents actively sought
a solution to the question of school integration. Years o f impasse and conflict at the local
level resulted in the “Petition o f Edward J. Pompey and 104 others o f Nantucket for

35 “Communications o f John H. Shaw and others of Nantucket December 1849,” Boston School
Committee Papa's File 25, 1849, Rare Books and Manuscripts, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
36 “The Memorial and Remonstrance o f Nathaniel Fitzgerald and 128 others,” and “Memorial and
Remonstrance o f Harvey Crocker and 220 others,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning Public
Schools, March 25, 1845, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts. For more on the boycott o f the
Nantucket schools, see White, The African School, 39.
37 “Schools and Colors,” Nantucket Inquirer, May 20,1843.
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amendment o f the Common School Law,” which was presented January 16,1845, by
J.M. Earle o f Worcester to the Committee on Education o f the Massachusetts House o f
Representatives. Addressing both the Senate and House o f Representatives, the
petitioners stated: “the undersigned inhabitants o f Nantucket respectfully represent that
they have between thirty and forty children who are deprived o f their right to equal
instruction with other children in our common schools.” They maintained that their
children “can have no instruction from the town, unless, they submit to insults, and
outrages upon their rights, quite equal to being imprisoned in a South Carolina jail: and
for no other reason, but, color.”38 In this one distinctive reference to the Negro Seamen
Acts, laws that jailed black seamen while their ships were in southern ports, black
Nantucket residents made clear linkages between their particular situation and the
abolitionist struggle o f the 1830s and 1840s. They appealed to the conscience o f the
Massachusetts legislature, urging it to recognize the connections between the outrage
associated with the Negro Seamen Acts and the injustice o f school segregation.
Edward Pompey, Absalom F. and Hannah C. Boston, the Bostons’ daughter
Caroline D. Clough, Arthur Cooper, Eunice Ross’s father and sister James and Sarah, and
ninety-eight additional signers o f the petition saw the state legislature as the last resort if
their children were to gain access to the High School.39 The signers contended that “they
have applied to some o f the first lawyers in the Commonwealth, and are informed that
they can get no redress, through the law as it is; they therefore pray that there may be

38 “Petition o f Edward J. Pompey and 104 others o f Nantucket for amendment o f the Common School
Law,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning Public Schools, March 25,1845, Massachusetts
Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
39 “Petition o f Edward J. Pompey and 104 others o f Nantucket for amendment o f the Common School
Law,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning Public Schools, March 25, 1845, Massachusetts
Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
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some enactment, which will protect all children in their equal right to the schools, against
the majorities o f School Committees, or of those who assemble in town meetings.”40
Language in the last part of the petition referred directly to the Nantucket School
Committee and its unwillingness over the previous four years to integrate the Nantucket
schools. The School Committee’s vote had denied the entry o f the first black student into
the Nantucket High School in 1840.41 Black Nantucket residents now sought to invalidate
the committee’s authority to perpetuate segregation.
Some white voices joined in the demand for integration soon after the Pompey
petition made its way to Boston. Writing on January 27,1845, to the House and Senate,
seventeen white citizens o f Nantucket petitioned the legislature to “respectfully request
you so to alter the School Law as to extend to all children the same educational rights.”42
Another petition arrived in Boston at about the same time bearing 235 names, including
noted abolitionists Isaac Austin and Anna Gardner, as well as the wife o f one o f
Nantucket’s richest whale oil merchants and the sister of Eliza Starbuck Barney, Eunice
Hadwen. Of the 235 signatures, 220 are still legible. O f these, 129 men and 91 women
signed the petition, a gender breakdown that mirrored the nearly equal participation o f
men and women in Nantucket’s abolitionist movement. “The undersigned, Citizens o f
Nantucket,” the petition reads, “represent that they believe that the colored citizens o f this
town have good and sufficient reason, to petition your Honorable Bodies for such
amendment o f the school law as will secure to their children the rights o f Equal

40 “Petition o f Edward J. Pompey and 104 others o f Nantucket for amendment o f the Common School
Law,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning Public Schools, March 25, 1845, Massachusetts
Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
41 White, The African School, 13,15.
42 “Petition o f Joseph Hunt & Thomas Macy, & others,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act
Concerning Public Schools, March 25,1845, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
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Education at the public expense, and they ask that the petition o f Edward J. Pompey and
104 others may be granted.”43 Despite this support from the white community, the School
Committee’s behavior shows there were still many voices opposed to integrating the
public schools, and thus to allowing African Americans access to the High School.
Two petitions signed by 350 “legal voters o f Nantucket,” presented by George
Harris to the House o f Representatives on February 4, 1845, and to the Senate on
February 5, entered into the record “against the petition o f E. J. Pompey and 104 others
Jan 1845 ”44 Identical in language, the two petitions purported to be statements o f fact,
and focused on the status o f the signers as legal voters o f Nantucket, men who
represented the true political force o f the island. Affecting surprise at “the petition o f
certain colored residents o f this place, presented to the Legislature, setting forth that some
thirty or forty children are ‘deprived o f their right to equal instruction in our Common
Schools, and that they can have no instruction from the town unless they submit to insults
and outrage,’ &c. and praying for some enactment that ‘may protect all children in their
equal right to the schools,”’ the counter-petitioners endeavored to present their side o f the
story. This group of white islanders roundly denied the charges made by Pompey and the
rest o f the black community as to the inequality o f public school education on Nantucket:
Now your memorialists beg leave to state that the said colored inhabitants, with
very few exceptions, reside in a distinct portion o f the town, forming a
neighborhood o f themselves. That there now is, and has been throughout the year
past, maintained by the town, in the very midst o f said neighborhood, an excellent
school, capable o f accommodating fifty scholars, wherein is employed a male
teacher competent according to law to give instruction in all branches o f learning
43 “Petition presented in the House o f Representatives by C. Wood o f Nantucket 1/29/1845 and in the
Senate 1/30/1845,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning Public Schools, March 25, 1845,
Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
44 “The Memorial and Remonstrance o f Nathaniel Fitzgerald and 128 others,” and “Memorial and
Remonstrance o f Harvey Crocker and 220 others,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning Public
Schools, March 25,1845, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
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taught in any o f our public schools, with the exception only o f the High School.
That the peculiar location o f these inhabitants, and no other cause, has hitherto
prevented the admission o f their children into any o f the numerous other schools
situated in different parts o f the town.

The petition also sought to obscure the racial overtones o f the dispute. Perhaps to deflect
criticism o f their position against integration in the wake o f the widely publicized 1842
riot on Nantucket, they noted “that whenever any colored children may abide in other
sections o f the town, they are freely admitted to the school in the vicinity o f their said
residence.”45
Had this claim actually been true, Eunice Ross would have been admitted to the
High School in 1840, and the black grammarians would not have been ordered to return
to the York Street School. The petition sought to undermine the position taken by
Pompey and his supporters by arguing that the Nantucket public schools were in fact
equal. The “memorialists” turned the argument around by attacking the black community:
“if said colored children have at any time been deprived, as alleged, ‘o f their right to
equal instruction’ it has been through the influence o f individuals who have persuaded
them, in violation o f Law, not to attend the school provided for them: and not through
any action of the School Committee, or the great body of their constituents.” Seeking to
prevent any “any untoward legislation on this subject,” the petition concluded by noting
“the ample provision made by the town in the premises” o f New Guinea. “Your
memorialists,” the petition states, “therefore remonstrate against the position erroneously

45 “The Memorial and Remonstrance o f Nathaniel Fitzgerald and 128 others,” and “Memorial and
Remonstrance of Harvey Crocker and 220 others,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning Public
Schools, March 25,1845, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
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assumed by the petitioners aforesaid, and against those that may be set forth by other
petitioners in aid thereof, who are manifestly ignorant o f the facts in the case.”46
The petitions included the signatures o f Samuel H. Jenks, Chairman o f the School
Committee in 1845, as well as some members o f the Democratic Party of Nantucket.
Democrats were more than likely to be on the anti-integrationist side o f the debate
because o f their connection to the dominant political party o f the slaveholding South.
Historian Barbara White argues that the island’s Democrats “were then simplistically
viewed as the party o f working men; they were the minority on Nantucket at the time.”47
To be sure, the Whig Party in Nantucket was much stronger than the Democrats in the
1840s, partly reflected in the Whig views expressed in the island’s main newspaper, the
Nantucket Inquirer. As White notes, regardless o f political party loyalty, “all the
Nantucket newspapers publicly opposed slavery...the papers did not, however, support
the abolitionist cause, although they sometimes supported some o f the abolitionists’
views.”48
Nantucket’s white population was decidedly antislavery, but those who supported
both the abolition of slavery and full black equality were by far in the minority. Both
Whigs and Democrats on the island were in favor of maintaining segregation. White
abolitionists had to join with Nantucket’s black population to gain critical support for
integration o f the schools - an important symbol o f equal rights for Nantucket’s reformminded residents. Nantucket’s reformers would first have to contend with voters who

46 “The Memorial and Remonstrance o f Nathaniel Fitzgerald and 128 others,” and “Memorial and
Remonstrance o f Harvey Crocker and 220 others,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning Public
Schools, March 25,1845, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
47 White, A Line in the Sand, 30.
48 White, A Line in the Sand, 28-29. White also offers an excellent overview of Nantucket’s partisan
newspapers; see White, A Line in the Sand, 28-31.
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stood firmly in opposition to upsetting the clear divisions that existed between white and
black life on the island.
Harvey Crocker, fifty-three years old in 1845, and a trader according to the 1850
census record, was one o f these men. The leading name on one o f the petitions, Crocker
was owner o f a boot and shoe store on Main Street, in addition to being a leading
Democrat, selected to serve as a member o f the Democratic Party’s County Committee
for 1845 49 The sheer number o f signers, 350 voting members o f the white community
(which notably excluded all women), indicated the relative strength o f the antiintegrationist position. Although Jenks (a Whig supporter), Crocker, and their fellow
petitioners enjoined the Massachusetts legislature to ignore the petitions o f people who
they claimed were “manifestly ignorant of the facts in the case,” one additional person
stepped forward who was eminently qualified to dispute the fairness o f public education
on Nantucket.
Writing about a month after the Pompey petition arrived in Boston, Eunice F.
Ross responded with her own petition, which William Mitchell presented to the Senate
Judiciary Committee on February 26, 1845. Mitchell was himself a State Senator,
representing Nantucket, who supported the efforts o f Pompey and Ross.50 In a
confidential letter dated February 7 to a “respected friend” in the Massachusetts State
Senate, Mitchell argued the merits o f the petitioners’ case:
As the sound may go forth that strong measures are in course o f enactment that
may put Nantucket right permit me to say that the joint committee to whom was
referred the petition o f E.J. Pompey & others, & the remonstrance o f S.H. Jenks
49 Nantucket Mirror, November 1, 1845, November 15,1845, and November 29,1845. See also 1850
United States Federal Census.
50 For reference to William Mitchell as a Massachusetts State Senator, see Nantucket Mirror,
November 8, 1845.

& others, is a very judicious one... if they report a bill at all, it will be a general
one, & such as will be approved by every good friend o f law & order.51
In her own petition to the state legislature Ross expressed the hope that “the prayer o f the
petition of E.J. Pompey and others may be granted” through action by the Massachusetts
legislature. “The undersigned has good reason to feel on this subject,” Ross argued, “as
she was examined in 1840 by the School Committee and found amply qualified for
admission into the High School at Nantucket, and was refused admittance by a vote o f the
Town, instructing the School Committee not to admit her, on account o f her colour.”S2
Signing the petition in her own hand, this document, and her obituary in 1895, constitute
the only concrete evidence o f Eunice Ross’s involvement in the integration of
Nantucket’s schools.
The Ross petition represented the last words from Nantucket to enter the debate
occurring at the state level. Approved by the Governor on March 25,1845, the new law
enacted after two months o f steady petitions and four years o f frustration read, “be it
enacted by the Senate and House o f Representatives, in General Court assembled, and by
the authority of the same, as follows: Any child, unlawfully excluded from public school
instruction, in this Commonwealth, shall recover damages therefor, in an action on the
case, to be brought in the name o f said child by his guardian or next friend, in any court
o f competent jurisdiction to try the same, against the city or town by which such public

51 Confidential letter, William Mitchell to a “respected friend,” Massachusetts Senate Chamber,
Boston, February 7,1845, Samuel Haynes Jenks (1789-1863), Manuscript Collection, Box 2, Folder 8,
Letters in 1824-1849, Nantucket Atheneum, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
52 “Petition of Eunice F. Ross in aid o f E.J. Pompey,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning
Public Schools, March 25,1845, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
Ross’s reference to the “vote o f the Town” meant that a majority o f the adult male voters who
participated in the town meeting opposed integrating Nantucket’s schools in 1840.
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school instruction is supported.”53 Supporters o f school integration were successful.
While the act did not immediately allow black scholars to attend the High School on
Nantucket, this legislation paved the way for parents to bring suit on behalf o f their
children to gain admittance to the school. While Eunice Ross figured at the center o f the
controversy since 1840, another prominent New Guinea resident and his daughter took
the next step to obtain justice.
Though fifly-nine years of age in 1845, Absalom F. Boston showed few signs of
slowing down, especially when involved in the fight to gain admission into the High
School for his daughter, Phebe Ann.54 Boston wasted little time in testing the new state
law prohibiting exclusion of blacks from public schools. One Nantucket newspaper
reported in September that “a Town Meeting was held on Wednesday to see what order
should be taken in regard to a suit instituted against it by Absalom F. Boston,” filed after
the School Committee denied Phebe Ann admission to one o f the public schools - most
likely the high school - in 1845. Interestingly, this was apparently the first time the white
press omitted the respectful title “Captain” before Boston’s name. “After considerable
discussion, the town voted to defend the suit, and the School Committee were
empowered to appoint two agents to carry it on,” according to the Nantucket Weekly

53 “An Act Concerning the Public Schools,” Vault: Acts 1845, Chapter 214, Act Concerning Public
Schools, March 25,1845, Massachusetts Archives, Boston, Massachusetts.
54 1830 United States Federal Census, Nantucket, Massachusetts [database on-line], Provo, UT:
Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010; 1830 United States Federal Census, Nantucket, Massachusetts
[database on-line], Provo, UT: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010; 1850 United States Federal Census,
Nantucket, Massachusetts [database on-line], Provo, UT: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010; 1830
United States Federal Census, Nantucket, Massachusetts [database on-line], Provo, UT: Ancestry.com
Operations, Inc., 2010.
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Mirror's report.55 Town records for the actual meeting on September 3, 1845, add some
detail to the newspaper account.
John H. Shaw of the School Committee, though a member o f Nantucket’s
Democratic Party, was by this time in favor o f integration and offered a compromise to
end the conflict. Shaw proposed “that the Town instruct the agent or agents chosen to
manage the case o f Boston against the Town, to request said Boston to discontinue the
action, promising in behalf o f the Town to receive children into the several schools in
future without any distinction on account o f their color.”56 The meeting failed to adopt
Shaw’s motion; and subsequent motions by integrationist Andrew M. Macy to admit
students to the public schools “regardless o f their color,” and to instruct the School
Committee to admit Phebe Ann Boston to Nantucket’s High School, were declared by the
moderator to be out of order.57 In an editorial comment, the Nantucket Mirror noted, “We
are glad that this long mooted question is about to be tested by the proper tribunal and
trust there will be no unnecessary delay in meeting the issue.”58 The town’s willingness
to test the limits o f the new legislation, and to take up the challenge presented by
Absalom Boston’s suit, indicates that neither the town leadership, nor the majority of the
School Committee, was ready to accept integration as inevitable. Because other northern
blacks were fighting segregation, the island’s integration struggle was relevant beyond
the shores o f Nantucket. Other communities and newspapers took note as a result.

55 “A Town Meeting was held,” Nantucket Weekly Mirror, September 6, 1845.
56 Town Records 1845-1847, 53-55, Office o f the Town Clerk, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket,
Massachusetts. For John H. Shaw’s party affiliation, see Nantucket Mirror, November 8, 1845.
57 Town Records 1845-1847, 53-55, Office o f the Town Clerk, Nantucket Town Building, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.
58 “A Town Meeting was held,” Nantucket Weekly Mirror, September 6, 1845.
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John Campbell Cluer, a lecturer who visited Nantucket in late July 1845,
remarked during his third and final lecture on the nature o f physiology that “they (the
people o f Nantucket) were doing the bidding o f slaveholders, by shutting their schools,
contrary to all law, human and divine, against the colored children; and this was
lamentable.”59 William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator termed the whole affair an
“Interesting Suit.” “Questions o f a similar character have caused some discussion in other
places,” the paper noted, adding that “the progress and results o f this suit will be watched
with no little interest.” “The conduct o f the town of Nantucket, in this case,” wrote the
Liberator, “is palpably illegal and unconstitutional, as well as despicable and unchristian.
No distinction o f complexion is now known by statute in Massachusetts, among its
inhabitants.”60
Since the start o f the Liberator in 1831, and William Lloyd Garrison’s early
association with Edward J. Pompey in the 1830s, the Liberator had taken notice o f many
events on Nantucket associated with the abolitionist struggle. It is no surprise that the
paper publicized news o f Absalom Boston’s suit under the new 1845 public school law.
Issues o f equality were o f paramount importance to the Liberator. As Garrison had told
Pompey in 1832, “if ever [blacks] are elevated in life, and admitted to a complete
equality among the whites, and if ever the system o f slavery is overthrown, it must be
effected by the agency o f that mighty engine, the press.”61

59 The Liberator, August 1, 1845. Salem, another coastal Massachusetts community with a sizeable
black population, also had to deal with similar questions regarding integration and exclusion o f black
children from the public schools. See Liberator, September 23,1842 and July 12,1844.
60 The Liberator, September 26,1845.
61 William Lloyd Garrison to Edward J. Pompey, May 2, 1832, Collection 222 - Blacks on Nantucket,
1773-1886, Folder 6, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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Boston hired two off-island lawyers to pursue litigation against the town and
School Committee of Nantucket. These were John Henry Clifford, later the Attorney
General and Governor o f Massachusetts, and Lincoln Flagg Brigham, both residents o f
New Bedford.62 Carrying the lawsuit through became unnecessary due to a dramatic shift
in the composition o f the School Committee in 1846. One Nantucket letter writer, “R,” a
correspondent for the Liberator, reported the turnover in town leadership. “At the annual
meeting at Nantucket, the liberals elected all the town officers, and routed the cossacks,”
the group who favored keeping black children segregated in the public school system.
“R” criticized this “cossack movement” as the root cause o f the integration crisis,
claiming that they supported the African School “for no other motive than to keep up this
spirit o f caste.” “They were opposed to the high school,” “R” asserted, “for the common
people could there receive an education equal to [the segregationists’ own] children,”
eliminating the advantages money and status brought to the education o f white children,
“hence, they raised the cry ‘No amalgamation/’ which has cost so much money and
trouble.”63
The Liberator called the turnover o f the School Committee a “Triumph o f the
Right.” The paper recognized that “for a long time, the spirit o f proscription towards the
colored children in Nantucket, (in regard to their being admitted to equal school
privileges), has been o f a most virulent character.” The writer for the Liberator noted the
import o f the occasion: “at the recent town election, the friends o f equal rights obtained a
signal victory.” The vote “settles beyond a doubt, what is the sentiment o f the town on

62 Both Barbara White and noted island historian Edouard Stackpole determined that these two men
were the lawyers for Boston. White, The African School, 46.
63 The Liberator, February 20,1846.
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the school question,” with the result being that “twelve out o f the thirteen candidates
favorable to the admission of the colored children to the Grammar Schools were elected.”
The article concluded with high hopes that “the Committee elected on Monday is
composed o f competent and faithful men, and we have no doubt that the schools will
flourish under their direction.” 64 Boston ended his suit against the town and his daughter
enrolled in the High School.6S
Thomas A. Green of New Bedford wrote to Nathaniel Barney in February 1846,
congratulating him on the recent turn o f events: “thy letter of the 4th was duly received as
was also quite recently a Nantucket Inquirer with the address in thy hand writing,
apprising me that justice and the law had triumphed in the election o f a School
Committee who would carry out the intention o f the law into effect.” It was Green’s hope
that the “Inquirer is right in its assumption that the point once gained there can be no
falling backward in this matter.”66 A visitor to the island toured several o f Nantucket’s
public schools in 1850, including the High School, and declared that, “in every respect,
for thoroughness, good order, and the appearance o f cheerfulness and intelligence among
the pupils, they compare most favorably with the wide-renowned public schools of
Boston, of which the metropolis o f New England is so justly proud.”67 Although Green
and the Nantucket Inquirer proved right, and equal education prospered on Nantucket
after 1846, similar problems existed elsewhere in Massachusetts; one city even turned to

64 The Liberator, February 20,1846.
65 White, The African School, 49.
66 Thomas A. Green to Nathaniel Barney, February 14, 1846, Collection 88: Nantucket Schools
Collection, 1788-1980, Box 28, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.
67 “For the Inquirer,” Nantucket Inquirer, July 15, 1850.
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the perceived example o f Nantucket for justification o f the segregation of its public
schools.
Nantucket’s fight for school integration figured prominently in the wider
statewide debate over segregated schools, and became a point o f contention for other
communities, especially Boston. John H. Shaw, Nathaniel Barney, and other members of
the Nantucket School Committee wrote to the Boston School Committee in December
1849, to set the record straight on the issue o f “exclusive schools for colored children” in
Nantucket. They countered a “report o f a special committee o f the Grammar School
Board” in Boston that pointed to the existence o f a “coloured school.. .organized in
Nantucket,” and claimed that attempts to disband the school met with disastrous results
and the reinstatement o f the school. Shaw and the others noted that Nantucket schools
had been integrated since 1846, and moreover that the real source o f conflict originated in
the attempt by town authorities to bar Nantucket’s black children from the High School
and other public schools.68
Despite Nantucket’s successful, and well-publicized integration campaign, Boston
public schools temporarily remained segregated when the Massachusetts Supreme
Judicial Court ruled in Roberts v. the City o f Boston (1850) that separate but equal
education was acceptable in the city o f Boston.69 Long considered a matter o f local
concern, the Massachusetts legislature finally enacted a law in 1855 that ended

68 “Communications o f John H. Shaw and others o f Nantucket December 1849,” Boston School
Committee Papers File 25, 1849, Rare Books and Manuscripts, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
69 The details o f the fight to integrate Boston’s public schools, and the use o f the Roberts v. the City o f
Boston decision in the United States Supreme Court’s 18% ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson (upholding the
constitutionality o f segregation), see Kendrick, Sarah’s Long Walk, 29,31, 38, 56, 86, 89, 129-131,137138,140,146-180,198,202,213-228,249-268.
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segregation o f public schools across the state. The new legislation extended the benefits
o f the desegregation law passed back in 1845 as a result o f Nantucket’s integration fight
to the entire state.70
In Nantucket, some remained angry about the events that led to integration o f the
public schools. Discussing the local election that had changed the make-up o f the
Nantucket School Committee Henry Fitzgerald decried the involvement in local politics
o f “the Abolitionists as they style themselves [and] the temperance party.” Fitzgerald
added, “as for the School Committee that we now have there is not one o f them fit to
Examine our High School [and] some o f them are not fit to Examine the Grammar
school.” Regarding the role o f politics in the issue, he suggested that “some o f our
Political Men would have done a much better deed had they left Politics alone [and]
attended to their own affairs, then the town would not have been thrown in so much
Confusion.”71 As Nantucket moved forward after 1846, new leaders made sure that the
town would be seen as a model for integration, not for its failure to admit black residents
o f the island to equal educational opportunities. Yet some remained openly hostile to the
island’s new commitment to racial integration.
Eunice Ross faded from public discussion after her petition in 1845 and the entry
of Absalom Boston into the debate. Relegated to historical obscurity, it is unclear
whether Ross, who was between the ages o f twenty-three and twenty-four in 1846-1847,

70 “An Act in amendment o f ‘An Act concerning Public Schools,’ passed March twenty-fifth, eighteen
hundred and forty-five,” Massachusetts, Chapter 256, in Acts and Resolves passed by the General Court o f
Massachusetts in the Year 1855 (Boston: William White, Printer to the State, 1855), 674-675.
71 Henry Fitzgerald, Nantucket, to Isaiah C. Ray, New Bedford, February 22,1846, Isaiah C. Ray
Correspondence, New Bedford Free Public Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
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entered the High School.72 Ross never married, and records remain silent regarding this
remarkable young woman up until the time o f her death in 1895. Phebe Ann Boston died
young in New Bedford, in 1849. Memorialized in one o f Nantucket’s newspapers as the
“daughter o f Capt. Absalom F. Boston, o f this town, aged 21 years,” she succumbed to
dysentery.73 Both were promising young women. Ross’s chance at education apparently
ended because o f the town’s racial bias. Change came too late to benefit her in any
meaningful way. And Phebe Ann died just as the chance came for her to reap the benefits
and opportunities equal public school education offered.
Regardless o f the misfortunes in their lives, Eunice F. Ross and Phebe Ann
Boston were courageous people who fought and won their struggle so that other black
Nantucketers could lead a better life by receiving adequate education. Their gravestones
lie in the same cemetery and bear silent witness to a difficult time in Nantucket’s history
when white islanders debated the question o f racial equality and New Guinea residents
fought to make the most o f life on their island in the face o f affronts to their dignity and
pride.
Ordinary life in New Guinea carried on during and after the fight to integrate the
island’s public schools. Black Nantucketers worked to improve their standard o f living
and the future o f their children. Black islanders recognized the integral role education
played in building a strong community and worked as a result to provide every

72 1830 United States Federal Census [database on-line], Provo, UT: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc.,
2010 .
73 “Died,” Nantucket Weekly Mirror, August 25,1849 and Scott, ed., Vital Records o f Nantucket,
Massachusetts to the Year 1850, Volume V-Deaths, 67. Even before Phebe Boston’s death the Boston
family had suffered many losses. At the time o f another child’s 1846 death, another Nantucket paper
remarked a t the passing o f “Sarah W., daughter o f Capt. Absalom F. Boston, aged 5 years— the tenth child
which Capt. B. has buried.” See “Died,” The Nantucket Warder, April 25,1846.

216

opportunity for their children. While education had become a site o f battle in the fight for
equality, religion proved to be one o f the mainstays of black life in Nantucket throughout
the trying decade o f the 1840s. One o f New Guinea’s preachers who appears to have
continued with his ministry during and after the integration o f the schools had been the
beneficiary o f white and black cooperation in the early 1820s. His life and career help to
demonstrate how thoroughly intertwined the debates about slavery, abolitionism, reform,
and equality had become with the social, cultural, and economic identity of Nantucket’s
separate community o f color.
Arthur Cooper, the former fugitive slave who weathered the attempt to return him
and his family to Virginia in 1822, was by the 1840s a leading figure in New Guinea and
important to the community’s religious life. Cooper was a minister in New Guinea’s
African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, which was located “on the hill in the western
part of Guinea.”74 “Aunt Lucy,” as memoirist Joseph Farnham referred to Cooper’s wife,
“was an ardent devotee” and “was fervently religious.” According to Famham’s account,
“frequently a white minister would hold service and preach to a small congregation” at
the church.75 Arthur Cooper and his family appear to have played a vital role in the
religious life o f Nantucket’s black community until his death on March 20, 1853.76 Along

74 Famham, Brief Historical Data, 140, and Map o f Nantucket 1858 by Henry F. Walling, Collection
1000, Map Collection 1626-Present, Drawer 5, Folder 1 no. 4, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
75 Famham, Brief Historical Data, 140-141. The obituary for Lucy Cooper in the New Bedford
Republican Standard sheds more light on her life, as well as her husband Arthur Cooper’s status as a
minister. “Mrs. Lucy Cooper, a colored woman, died on Nantucket 2d. inst., aged about 110 years. She was
stolen when a young girl from Africa, and landed in South Carolina during the revolutionary war, where
she was a slave until 1811, when, with many others, she was brought to Newport, R.I., by her owner, but
escaped from the cruelties practised [sic] upon her and reached Nantucket, where die eluded her
persecutors. She became converted under the preaching o f Father Webb, while in Newport, and was a
faithful Christian throughout her life. Her first husband was a Mr. Gordon, and the second Rev. Arthur
Cooper,” see “Personal,” New Bedford Republican Standard, February 15,1866.
76 Despite Arthur Cooper’s standing in Nantucket’s black community, his death notice in the Nantucket
Inquirer read only: “In this town, on Sunday afternoon last, Mr. Arthur Cooper, aged 64 years.” See
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with his participation in anti-colonization efforts, abolitionism, and the school integration
fight, he shared duties at the church with itinerant ministers.
From the earliest years o f Nantucket’s New Guinea community, religion had
played an important role in shaping the identity o f Nantucket’s people o f color. Whaling
had offered men like Absalom F. Boston and Edward J. Pompey economic opportunities
that helped build a community— including black Christian churches—which facilitated
participation in abolitionism and reform activities centered on the fight for equality. For
Cooper, Nantucket provided a safe haven from slavery and a pulpit from which the social
inequalities underscored by slavery, including the segregation o f public schools, could be
addressed.
Cooper was far from alone in black Nantucket when he challenged the status quo
o f nineteenth-century American life. Another person who emerged in the mid to latenineteenth century further demonstrates the important ties between slavery, maritime
trade, and black activism that shaped the whaling community’s response to the twin
questions o f slavery and social equality. In writing his memoirs, Joseph Famham devoted

Nantucket Inquirer, March 21,1853. In Nantucket’s “colored cemetery” today, Cooper’s gravestone lies in
a family plot at the center of the cemetery. Arthur Cooper’s gravestone features a weeping willow and the
following inscription, “And I heard a voice from heaven saying write blessed are the dead which die in the
Lord from hence forth.” This originates in Revelation 14:13: “And I heard a voice from heaven saying unto
me, Write, Blessed [are] the dead which die in the Lord from henceforth: Yea, saith the spirit, that they may
rest from their labours; and their works do follow them.” This was a popular text for ministers because their
work continued after death in the people who converted under them and continued practicing the faith. The
Book of Revelation was also popular with African Americans in general because o f its apocalyptic imagery
and texts. If their oppressors were not punished in this world, blacks could be assured they would be
judged, found wanting, and punished on Judgment Day, in the next world. Few inscriptions in the cemetery
are legible now. O f those that can be deciphered, even fewer are as religious as the epitaph that graces
Arthur Cooper’s final resting place. Facing east toward the rising sun in the hope o f resurrection, Cooper’s
religious convictions, when combined with fragmentary historical evidence, provide a clearer picture of the
man who shepherded at least a portion o f Nantucket’s black community through the hard times o f the mid
nineteenth century.
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little space to the enigmatic Cooper, but revealed much about another important black
religious figure in Nantucket—the Reverend James E. Crawford:
Nantucketers of my day, and scores, both young and old, for many years since,
appreciatively remember Rev. James E. Crawford. He prayed and preached on
Sundays, and shaved and cut hair on week days. Under his ministerial leading,
and by his messages presented, his Baptist chapel on York Street proved indeed a
bethel to many seeking Christian consolation and ethical uplift. He not
infrequently preached for the white people in the Summer Street Baptist Church.
“Brother Crawford,” as he was so reverently known, was a man o f the mulatto
type, with a broad, open, smiling face, a little under average height, thick-set and
rotund. He was as faithful, sincere, and helpful in his ministerial labors as he was
neat, finished and expert in his tonsorial art. His was always a popular barber
shop. The Rev. James E. Crawford was a man honored and honorable in
Nantucket, where he so long lived, and was loved and respected by both white
and colored citizens. He would have graced and dignified any people among
whom his life might have been spent. He belonged to the colored race, was loyal
to his kind, and in nowise ostracized himself from them or their interests.77
By Famham’s account, Crawford was able to cross racial boundaries, preaching mostly to
his black congregation in what is today the African Meeting House on the comer o f York
and Pleasant Street, while reaching out occasionally to the white Baptist community.
Other Nantucketers took note o f Crawford’s skill as a barber, Crawford “having carried
on the business o f barbering all through his active life,” a business that likely provided
him another means o f contact with the white community; barbering was a respectable
trade and one that blacks dominated, North and South..78 It was his religious activity,
however, that first brought Crawford to the island and earned him the most esteem.

77 Famham, Brief Historical Data, 139.
78 Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, October 27, 1888, and “Razing Main Street Stores Brings up
Memories,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, June 9, 1928. Another source notes that Crawford was
compensated by Nantucket’s black Baptist church “with the small stipend that the limited means o f the
society enabled them to pay, contributing to his own maintenance by the work o f his hands in his barber
shop, and on the Sabbath finding rest from manual labor by administering to the spiritual wants o f his
parishoners [sic].” See “Obituary,” Nantucket Journal, October 25,1888.
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Bom a slave in Virginia, Crawford reportedly “made his escape from bondage
and shipped on board a merchant vessel,” beginning a career at sea around age sixteen.79
Crawford “for a number o f years followed the roving life o f a sailor, encountering the
usual vicissitudes incident to that career suffering shipwreck, &c.,” ultimately ending up
in Boston, and in the pews o f the Seamen’s Bethel, Boston’s place o f Christian worship
for mariners, under the stewardship o f Methodist minister Edward Thompson Taylor and
the Boston Port Society, a society founded on the principle o f reforming the lives of
seamen. Having listened to “Father Taylor” preach at the Seamen’s Bethel, “this sermon
made a profound impression on his mind and ultimately led to his conversion.”80 First
coming into contact with organized Christianity in the form of Methodism, a
denomination in which Crawford would eventually be licensed to preach, he later
changed religious affiliations and became a Baptist .81 His time at sea, and encounter with

79 “Obituary,” Nantucket Journal, October 25,1888. Crawford’s escape from slavery, and that of many
others, followed a similar path in using the sea as a means o f escape. Whether by passing as white to ship
aboard a vessel as a member o f the crew (likely the case for Crawford considering the many references to
his light complexion in memorials o f his life), or by using a seaman’s protection certificate to certify his
status as a freeman as in the case of Frederick Douglass, the sea played an integral part in enabling slaves to
escape. See Douglass, Douglass, Frederick. The Life and Times o f Frederick Douglass, written by himself
(Hartford, CT: Park Publishing Co., 1881), 198.
References to Rev. James E. Crawford’s complexion, and ability to “pass,” are found in his obituary “Though a descendent of the African race, there was little if anything in features and nothing in complexion
to indicate that aught but Anglo-Saxon blood coursed in his veins.” The author o f the obituary goes on to
suggest “his Anglo-Saxon features enabled him to pass undetected as an easy-going English gentleman”
when conducting his ministry and abolitionist activities in dangerous areas of the country. See “Obituary,”
Nantucket Journal, October 25, 1888.
80 “Obituary,” Nantucket Journal, October 25, 1888. For a full discussion o f the career o f “Father
Taylor,” his role in the Boston Port Society, Seamen’s Aid Society, and the Seamen’s Bethel and Mariner’s
House in Boston, see Gilbert Haven and Thomas Russell, Father Taylor, The Sailor Preacher. Incidents
and Anecdotes o f Rev. Edward T. Taylor, fo r over forty years Pastor o f the Seaman's Bethel, Boston
(Boston: Published by B.B. Russell, 55 Comhill, 1873).
For more on the founding of the Seamen's Bethel in Boston (1829), by the Port Society o f the City of
Boston and its Vicinity (the Boston Port Society), the Seamen's Aid Society (1833), and the Mariner’s
House (1837), see Patrick M. Leehey, A History o f the Mariner's House (Boston: Boston Port and Seamen's
Aid Society, 1995). Manuscript records for the Boston Port and Seamen's Aid Society are housed at the
Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts. New Bedford’s efforts in seamen’s reform, the
role of the New Bedford Port Society, Seamen’s Bethel, and Mariner’s Home in that city will be discussed
in the next chapter.
81 Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, October 27, 1888.
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seamen’s reform through the Boston Port Society set Crawford on a trajectory that would
lead him to a career as both a minister in Nantucket and social reformer dedicated to
aiding those who remained in slavery in the American South.
One Nantucket resident wrote o f Crawford that, “rising from poverty and the
ignorance o f his early life in bondage, he became fairly well educated, and by his original
and forceful traits o f character, he won the esteem and respect o f many o f the cultured of
the land.”82 In 1848, Crawford was called to lead a new congregation o f black Baptists on
Nantucket, founded “persuant to a call from the Pastor o f the Summer Street Baptist
Church,” the white congregation on island, “and by the request o f twenty-eight persons
wishing to be organized into a regular Baptist Church.83 This was not the first black
Baptist congregation on Nantucket. The 1848 Pleasant Street Baptist Church, Crawford’s
ministerial post for the entirety o f his life on Nantucket, had roots in the 1820s and 1830s.
Although the original denomination o f the church remains unclear, the future home o f all
New Guinea Baptists, the so-called “African Church,” was built in New Guinea,
alternately referred to as “Newtown,” by 1825.84 Crawford in 1872 referred to the
precursor o f his own Pleasant Street congregation as having been known as York St.
Baptist by the early 1830s.85

82 “In Memoriam,” Nantucket Journal, October 25, 1888.
83 Minute Bode, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church,
Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
84 “African Church,” Nantucket Inquirer, January 3, 1825. The newspaper account notes that the
building still had some structural work to be done: “A contribution will be taken up after service, to be
appropriated towards defraying the expenses o f completing the house,” though what amount of work was
left in 1825 for the building to be completed remains unclear.
85 James E. Crawford to George Howland Folger, May 13,1872, Collection 335 - Churches: African
Baptist, Folder 136, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
Although there appears to have been some upheaval at times within the black Baptist denomination in
Nantucket, since the founding o f the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church on the island in 1835,
Nantucket had two independent black churches operating concurrently throughout most o f the nineteenth
century.
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A transcription o f the founding document o f the first black Baptist church on
Nantucket was in Crawford’s possession. Dated May 24,1831, at “Baptist Church
Newtown,” the manuscript stated, “the Lord having in his Providence cast the lot o f those
whose names are hereafter found as the constituent members o f the African Baptist
Church on this Island far from the churches to which some o f us formerly belonged we
felt it our duty and privilege to become a distinct Baptist Church.”86 Calling a council o f
Baptist ministers to the island, clergy from Martha’s Vineyard and Hyannis-Bamstable,
“after hearing us relate our Christian experiences and religious views...gave it as their
opinion that we ought to become a distinct church.” “After having heard both preach
unto us Jesus and the resurrection,” related the author o f the account, “two o f our member
received Baptism,” after which “we were publickly reorganized by them as the African
Baptist Church and received the hand o f fellowship.. .and an address... [T]hey then
administered the Lord’s Supper.” Nine New Guniea residents, including seven women
and two men, were the first members o f the church, a list that would only expand as the
church continued to grow well into the 1840s.87
The 1848 council that met to discuss the reorganization o f the Baptist church in
New Guinea included Rev. Reuben Jeffery, the white minister o f Nantucket’s Summer
Street Baptist Church, and off-islanders from First Tisbury Church on Martha’s
Vineyard, Second Barnstable Church on Cape Cod, and the Mashpee Church, also on
Cape Cod. Having heard the “Christian experience o f the candidates for Church

86 Copy o f a document establishing church and listing founding members, Nantucket, May 24,1831,
Collection 335 - Churches: African Baptist, Folder 136, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
87 Copy o f a document establishing church and listing founding members, Nantucket, May 24, 1831,
Collection 335 - Churches: African Baptist, Folder 136, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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organization” and deemed its relation “entirely satisfactory,” the council also examined
the prospective church members’ views on the Bible. Finding all conditions for official
church membership to have been met, the council voted to accept the candidates after
baptism as “a Regular Baptist Church and to recommend to them as their name the
‘Pleasant Street Baptist Church.’” After sermons and prayers o f recognition and
fellowship following the decision, the council adopted three important resolutions, the
third o f which hints at one reason the 1848 council and a reorganized Baptist church in
New Guinea meant so much to Nantucket’s black community. “Resolved that the
proceedings o f the council be sent to one o f the Baptist papers,” wrote Rev. O.J. Walker,
“for publication in Massachusetts.”8* Nantucket’s black religious community may have
seen itself as reaching out to communities beyond their shores in the attempt to break the
bonds o f segregated existence. They already demonstrated their resolve through
involvement in the abolitionist movement and integration o f the public schools. Now they
were doing the same through religious life and a fellowship shared with white Baptists in
Nantucket, Martha’s Vineyard and Cape Cod, and beyond. As Baptists, both white and
black communities recognized a Christian brotherhood that transcended the boundaries of
color.
Thirty names in addition to James Crawford’s were associated with the church as
“original members.” This was the first time Crawford was listed in official connection to
New Guinea’s Baptist church. Joining Crawford was his wife, Ann W. Crawford, and
established names in the New Guinea community, such as Hannah C. Boston (wife o f

88 Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church,
Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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Absalom F. Boston), James Ross Jr. and Sarah B. Ross (brother and sister o f Eunice
Ross), and Robert Cooper (son of Arthur Cooper). A number o f original members
assumed positions o f leadership within the church to aid Crawford in the day-to-day
functions of the parish, including Robert Cooper and William Porte, who served terms as
clerks; James Ross, who served as treasurer; and William Harris, a deacon.89 The original
members welcomed new members over the years and built a viable church that played an
important role in the life o f New Guinea. For the first years o f its existence, the church
building on York and Pleasant in the heart o f New Guinea, known today as the African
Meeting House, served not only as a place o f worship, but also as the “African School” at
the center o f the integration crisis that rocked Nantucket in the early 1840s. In 1848, the
same building served as a stabilizing force, a house o f worship for most o f New Guinea,
and a source o f black-white unity just a few years removed from the mob violence at the
1842 abolitionist convention, and the public school integration debate.
In July 1848, the church appointed as “delegate to the Barnstable Baptist
Association our pastor Bro[ther] James E. Crawford.” Returning to Nantucket by
September 3, Crawford informed members o f the church that the association had granted
their request and “that they were admitted into the association by a vote o f that body
passed at its annual meeting in Harwich,” a town on Cape Cod. Thus the Pleasant Street
Baptist Church was allying itself with religious communities off island with a great deal
o f success. In November o f that same year, Deacon William Harris notified the church in
his treasurer’s report o f “an appropriation o f fifteen dollars ‘$15.00’ from the Baptist

89 Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church,
Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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State Convention, made for the benefit o f the church.” By January 1849, the congregation
was sufficiently satisfied with the progress made by their pastor to ordain him officially.
Pleasant Street Baptist sent invitations to the ordination ceremony not only to
Nantucket’s Summer Street Baptist Church, but also to the Baptist churches o f Hyannis
and Osterville, East-Tisbury Baptist on Martha’s Vineyard, First Baptist Church o f New
Bedford, and the Meeting Street [Baptist] Church in Providence, Rhode Island.90 In a
celebration o f the first year o f official church activity for the congregation and the
ordination o f their pastor, church members sought to share their proud moment by
inviting the larger denominational community.
Church records indicate that certain patterns o f activity began to take shape.
Reverend Crawford again attended the Barnstable Baptist Association on Cape Cod as a
delegate in August 1849, with four others from Pleasant Street joining him at the 1850
meeting o f the Association. Treasury reports in March 1850 and February 1852 reveal
that the Pleasant Street Baptist Church was actively supporting a fund for the poor in the
community. In 1850, “it was voted that.. .Deacon William Harris be treasurer o f the poor
fund,” a position independent o f that held by James Ross Jr. as church treasurer. Deacon
William Harris was chosen once again in 1852 as “treasurer for the poor fund,” an action
that highlights the continued necessity o f such a fund in New Guinea, buffeted like the
entire island by the dramatic decline in Nantucket’s whaling economy.91 Around the
same time as the school integration debate in Nantucket, several factors, including the

90 Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church,
Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
91 Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church,
Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

225

harbor silting over, the Great Fire o f 1846, and the California Gold Rush o f 1848-1849,
put tremendous pressure on Nantucket’s whaling fleet, and consequently on the island’s
population. While New Bedford’s whaling fleet continued to sail successfully well into
the post-Civil War years and Reconstruction, fewer and fewer Nantucket whaleships
were leaving the island every year during the 1840s and 1850s.92 The continued existence
o f the fund also suggests the continued fiscal solvency o f the church—no small feat in
years o f economic decline on the island.
Records from March 1850, indicate that parishioners of the Pleasant Street Baptist
Church established clear procedures for the renewal o f the congregation’s relationship
with Crawford as pastor o f the church. “It was found that the church had paid their pastor
Rev. J.E. Crawford $275.00 for his labours during the past year which was the full o f his
salary.” Immediately following this the clerk added: “at a regular annual meeting o f the
Pleasant [Street] Baptist Church it was voted that we recall the Rev. J.E. Crawford to be
our pastor for the present year, salary not exceeding $275.00 per annum.” Crawford
continued to be rehired yearly at the same salary.93
Although Crawford had to supplement his salary with his barbering business on
Main Street, he continued as pastor virtually for the lifetime of the Pleasant Street Baptist
Church. Church records are only extant for the first ten years o f the church’s existence.
Regular voting procedures were already well established by 1858 when records stop, and
church governance doubtless continued in much the same manner. The annual votes

92 The precipitous decline of the island’s whaling fortunes culminated with the voyage o f the whaleship
Oak in 1869, “Nantucket’s last whaler.” See Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery 632-633.
93 Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church,
Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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established the congregation as the ultimate authority—as was typical o f Baptist
practice—but Crawford’s position clearly remained secure. The church thus offered an
arena for black self-government and for agitation in favor o f school integration and
against slavery at a time when people o f color had little to no voice in other public
matters.
“It was also voted,” at the same 1852 meeting, “that Br[other] Harris request to
preach be granted, his license to be renewed yearly,” a clear indication o f Deacon
William Harris’s maturation as a preacher, as well as the continued expansion o f the
church and need for an additional minister to meet the growing needs of the
congregation.94 Activism in the community, participation in the Baptist conventions, and
continued support of Crawford as the leader o f New Guinea’s Baptist congregation all are
prime indicators o f the Pleasant Street Baptist Church’s success. The key to the church’s
health, however, rested in one o f the most important activities documented in the church
record, the admission and baptisms o f numerous additional members over the years.
Membership in the Pleasant Street Baptist Church was only the first step in a long
process in the quest for salvation. Christina F. Porte, the wife o f church clerk William
Porte and an original member o f the church, waited until 1856 for baptism. “At a regular
meeting o f the Pleasant Str[eet] Baptist Church,” the clerk recorded in October 1856,
“heard the Christian experience o f Sister Christina F. Porte, voted to receive her after
baptism,” which occurred two days later. Similarly, William Harris, a deacon o f the
church, received baptism in April 1858, almost ten years after the formation o f the

94 Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church,
Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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church.95 A long and arduous path lay ahead o f those who joined Reverend Crawford’s
church.96
Despite problems in church attendance that appear to have occurred in the earlier
years, many baptisms were recorded in the church records through the abrupt halt in
documentation on April 1, 1858.97 Baptism was a key to the religious experience o f New
Guinea’s religious community. Some church members recounted their “Christian
experience” and were subsequently baptized in a matter o f days. Others waited years
before undergoing the ritual.
The experience of members at the Pleasant Street Baptist Church closely followed
the accepted stages of Baptist development. Conversion began with the conviction o f

95 Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church,
Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
96 The minutes o f the Pleasant Street Baptist Church reference several cases where members were
called to task for moral lapses. One o f the original members, William C. Shorter, who served as church
clerk in 1848, apparently transgressed in some manner, according to church records. Excluded from the
church for some time, Shorter made an “acknowledgement” to the church o f his guilt and regret and “it was
accepted, voted to restore him.” See Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records of
the African Baptist Church, Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket
Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
97 A May 1, 1851, resolution adopted at a meeting of the church established “that any member o f this
Church who shall neglect the ordinance o f the Lord’s Supper for two months shall give a satisfactory
reason for so doing.” Church members who failed to comply with this requirement could be “excluded by a
vote o f the Church at any regular meeting.”
A month earlier in April 1851, the Pleasant Street Baptist Church had investigated Trillania Pompey,
the sister-in-law o f former black whaling captain Edward Pompey. Church elders had requested an
acknowledgement of guilt on April 7 for an unspecified transgression, which “Sister Pompey refused to
make.” She also refused “to walk with the church,” a charge that could mean she opposed the
congregation’s doctrine or could mean she simply protested the investigative committee’s report on her.
The resulting action on the part of the church was both swift and decisive: “it was resolved to exclude her.”
Soon after, on May 1, the church “heard the report relative to the case o f Sister Snow and received her
acknowledgement which was satisfactory to the church” - the response Trillania A. Pompey had refused to
give. The flurry o f activity in the minute book appears related to die question o f how often congregants
were expected to attend church and receive communion. See Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church,
1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church, Collection 84 - Churches cm Nantucket, 1761-1986,
Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
For further discussion o f Trillania’s connections to the Pompey family in Nantucket, see Frances Ruley
Karttunen, The Other Islanders: People Who Pulled Nantucket’s Oars (New Bedford: Spinner
Publications, 2005), 63, 73, 80, 87, 236-238, 240, 270, 290
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one’s own sinfulness. For Baptists, acceptance o f the inherent depravity o f the human
condition served as a significant first step toward conversion. The personal struggle that
followed over one’s relationship with God, and the acceptance o f salvation by grace
through one’s faith, culminated in baptism.98 This integral and emotional part o f black
religious experience produced lasting memories o f New Guinea even in the white
community.
The unfortunate destruction o f one old building in town during the 1920s
provided a rare window into the baptisms o f the late 1840s and 1850s. Lilia Barnard
Starbuck wrote in 1928 to the editor o f Nantucket’s Inquirer and Mirror that “a news
item in a recent issue o f your paper was o f especial interest to me. It was the news o f the
razing o f the two wooden buildings on Main Street,” one o f which was the barbershop
“carried on by Rev. Mr. Crawford for many years.” Starbuck’s remembrance o f
Crawford’s barbershop brought up vivid memories o f the clergyman’s religious activities,
too, and a moving account o f one particular baptism:
On a Sunday in warm weather, most likely June, there was to be a baptism o f a
number o f persons, among them a girl named Lawrence, sister to Ann Upton
Lawrence, so that it drew many o f us school girls to attend. It was at “the Creeks,”
which we of Nantucket know as a place o f quiet water and gently shelving shore,
on the edge o f the harbor. The weather was perfect, the water spread before us
level as a floor reflecting the blue unclouded sky which brooded over us; the
Sabbath hush was in the air. At a little distance out in the water stood the minister
of the Baptist church on Summer Street. Rev. Mr. Crawford, as head o f the
colored Baptist church, led each candidate out to the officiating minister, then led
her back to be received by her special little group o f attendants and hurried home.
Meanwhile those on shore were singing hymns, under leadership, and the music
blended with the Sabbath calm o f air and sea and sky. A memory unforgettable.99

98 For an excellent overview o f Baptist religious practice, beliefs about baptism, and membership in the
Baptist Church, see Philip N. Mulder, A Controversial Sprit: Evangelical Awakenings in the South (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 37-65.
99 “Razing Main Street Stores Brings up Memories,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, June 9, 1928.
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This beautiful account o f baptism ties together many o f the facets of life on Nantucket for
people o f color during the nineteenth century. Crawford was known to have preached at
the Summer Street Baptist Church at the invitation o f the white congregation’s Baptist
minister.100 The fact that New Guinea’s black Baptists worked closely with the island’s
white Baptists on other occasions also suggests that Starbuck witnessed Crawford coofficiating the baptism with Summer Street Baptist Church’s white minister.101 Whether
or not they intended to, the close ties between Nantucket’s white and black Baptist
ministers and their congregations further added to the breaking down of racial barriers on
the island.
New Guinea survived the threat from slave-catchers in 1822, segregated existence
on the outskirts o f town, mob violence in 1842, and opposition from some whites
throughout the 1840s to equal participation in the public schools. Religion was a divisive
issue in 1842 when Stephen S. Foster called Nantucket’s white clergy a “brotherhood of
thieves.” By the late 1840s and through the 1850s religion along with whaling had on
occasion brought the black and white community together, and contributed significantly
to the shared public memory o f Nantucket’s black community. Despite what was at many
times a troubled relationship between white and black residents o f the island, a portion of
both parts o f the community had come together to fight for reform.
Crawford’s connections to reform were not simply a consequence o f his past life
in bondage or his present religious calling, however. Like many fugitive slaves, Crawford

100 See Nantucket Inquirer, March 12,1858, Nantucket Weekly Mirror, March 13, 1858; Famham,
Brief Historical Data, 139.
101 Minute Book, Pleasant Street Baptist Church, 1848-1858, Records o f the African Baptist Church,
Collection 84 - Churches on Nantucket, 1761-1986, Folder 29, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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found that his life in freedom continued to be overshadowed by slavery. Crawford’s
obituary reveals that o f the three women he married during his lifetime, “his second wife
he purchased from slavery, also her daughter.”102 The women were Dianna, the sister of
Crawford’s first wife Ann, and Dianna’s daughter Cornelia Williams Read.103 Upon his
return from Wilmington, North Carolina, Crawford appears to have offered a public
lecture on the events leading to the redemption o f his family members from slavery,
giving “an interesting account o f his recent journey South, to a large audience, on
Wednesday evening last, at the Summer street Baptist Church.” 104
Crawford’s account o f what transpired in bringing Cornelia and her mother
Dianna out of slavery, and to his home in Nantucket, reveals how abolitionists and
reformers seemingly on the margins o f the wider movement took a layered national and
even transnational approach to achieving their goals. “To and fro in the states and even
Canada he traveled telling the story o f his mission and soliciting aid,” with Crawford
himself heading “boldly into the heart of the slaveholders’ domains” to retrieve his
extended family members. Passing as a white person, James Crawford returned “with his
charge to safety and freedom.” Speaking o f Crawford’s legacy, the same writer remarked
in 1888 that “it is hardly necessary to say he was an ardent Abolitionist, and during his

i°2 “Obituary,” Nantucket Journal, October 25, 1888.
103 Ann Crawford died in 1858. See “Deaths,” Nantucket Inquirer, November 2,1858, and “Died,”
Nantucket Weekly Mirror, November 6, 1858. James Crawford married Dianna, Ann’s sister, within a year
after Ann’s death in 1858. “Fifty Years Ago.. .Married, in this town, on Sunday evening last, by the Rev.
Mr. Howell, the Rev. James E. Crawford and Miss Diana S. Williams, both o f Nantucket,” see
“Reminiscences,” Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, August 28, 1909.
104 Nantucket Inquirer, March 12,1858. Another Nantucket newspaper stated, “At an early hour on
Wednesday evening, the Baptist Church in Summer street was crowded, to hear the Rev. J.E. Crawford’s
account o f his travels during the last six months, for the purpose o f raising funds to purchase the freedom of
his niece, who was held as a slave, in Wilmington, N.C.,” see Nantucket Weekly Mirror, March 13, 1858.
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residence in Providence and elsewhere he rendered valuable assistance to many a fugitive
slave.” 105
Aside from his travel to Canada and direct appeals to supporters to gather the
funds needed to purchase Dianna and Cornelia, Crawford’s efforts shed light on how
extensive and interconnected the network o f abolitionists and reformers was,
encompassing even remote outposts like Nantucket. Crawford built a broad coalition to
save his family, looking abroad, and turning to famous abolitionists and lesser-known
local supporters alike. Nearly half the $1000 needed to buy Cornelia’s freedom came
from England. One Englishwoman in particular, Anna Richardson, had already raised
$500 “towards the ransom o f Cornelia’s mother, (also recently purchased),” and now
turned her attention to the daughter’s cause.106
Along with “members o f the Society o f Friends in Newcastle-on-Tyne, and a
Miss Hilditch, o f Shrewsbury” the group raised $481, which was sent “through Mr.
Lewis Tappan, o f New York,” one o f the best-known American abolitionists. Residents
of nearby New Bedford sent money, as did prominent citizens o f Nantucket. Several
church organizations, including the Barnstable Baptist Association that Crawford had
attended as a delegate in the late 1840s, aided in the effort. At least some o f the balance
would likely have been raised by passing the collection plate at Crawford’s own Pleasant
Street Baptist Church, the now old building that had served New Guinea residents as a
church, school, and community building since the 1820s. Crawford’s family offered their
public thanks to everyone involved in the rescue effort and expressed the belief that “their
names have been entered by the recording angel in an imperishable record, and that they

105

106

“Obituary,” Nantucket Journal, October 25,1888.
“a Card,” Nantucket Weekly Mirror, March 20, 1858.
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will be rewarded by Him who looks with approbation on every effort to ameliorate the
condition o f down-trodden humanity.” 107
Cornelia Williams Read went on to marry William B. Gould in 1865 at a wedding
conducted in Nantucket by Rev. James E. Crawford.108 Also bom into slavery, William
B. Gould had served during the Civil War aboard USS Cambridge and USS Niagara,
from September 1862, until his discharge in 1865, joining as a “contraband” after his
escape from slavery. Read and Gould appear to have met as children in slavery, and
rekindled the relationship during Gould’s visit to Nantucket while on leave from the USS
Cambridge docked in Boston.109 Beyond the symbolism o f striking a minor blow against
slavery, the collective effort o f abolitionists and reformers in 1858 to redeem Crawford’s
family ensured a future for the next generation o f an American family whose lives had
been shaped by slavery. Working to save one woman was one small step in the effort of
abolitionists and reformers to change the direction of American society in the post-Civil
War era. William Gould and others had long understood, however, that to realize the full
promise o f American freedom the institution o f slavery first had to be dismantled, by
force if necessary.

107 “A Card,” Nantucket Weekly Mirror, March 20, 1858. Rev. James E. Crawford and family
published the same note of thanks dated February 15, 1858 in the Liberator about a month after the note
appeared in the Nantucket newspaper. See “A Card,” The Liberator, April 23, 1858.
108 See “Marriages Solemnized in the Town, and County o f Nantucket, from December 31,1864 to
December 31,1865, by William Cobb, registrar,” Record No. 49, Massachusetts, Town and Vital Records,
1620-1988 [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2011.
109 Gould referenced the visit with Cornelia Williams Read in his diary entry for Monday, May 25,
1863 - “While on liberty I visited Nantucket. Meet Miss C.W.R. also had quite A good time in Boston and
vicinety [sic].” See William B. Gould, Diary o f a Contraband: The Civil War Passage o f a Black Sailor,
ed. William B. Gould IV (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), 143. For more on the
relationship and marriage o f Cornelia Williams Read and William Benjamin Gould, see Gould, Diary o f a
Contraband, xx, 2,24, 31-39, 45,49,141-152,155,161, 163-164, 166-171, 174,180-182, 185,187-192,
198,209, 214,227,229, 240-241,246-248,252, 257-258, 266,273,287,294,305,317, 330-333,338, 342345.
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The struggle to redefine nineteenth-century American society was a deeply
personal one for Crawford and many others in the Nantucket whaling community. A
number o f white island residents abhorred slavery because it ran counter to their
ideological and religious beliefs, or interfered with the business o f whaling. Black island
residents fought to end slavery because the institution influenced their lives directly and
indirectly on a daily basis. Like the lives o f other reformers in Nantucket who were also
whalemen, traders, or teachers, Crawford’s personal history, relative financial security,
and public ministry made it possible for him to voice his opposition to slavery and
engage in the fight to reform nineteenth-century American society.
Alongside the ongoing campaign in Nantucket for abolition and equality, New
Bedford residents carried on their own fight for the same goals. Defined by a similar
history, ties of family and religion, encounters with slavery, and above all else the whale
fishery, New Bedford experienced many o f the same battles for true freedom that
Nantucket residents had faced in the mid-1800s.
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CHAPTER 6
“I’LL NOT SELL MY PRINCIPLES”

By the time Herman Melville began writing Moby Dick, early in 1850, the
whaling fortunes o f Nantucket and New Bedford, Massachusetts, had diverged
significantly. While Nantucket struggled to forge ahead in pursuit o f the whale, New
Bedford had long since surpassed its island counterpart in supporting more whaleships,
infrastructure, and whale oil production.1 Regional newspapers offered analysis o f
Nantucket’s diminished standing in the whale fishery, noting that “the superior facilities
which New Bedford, New London, and other towns possessed for carrying on this
business, drew away the most enterprising o f its business men, and for several years its
shipping and its wealth have been diminishing.”2 One year before the Great Fire o f 1846
destroyed much o f Nantucket’s whaling infrastructure, thirty whaleships sailed from
Nantucket, compared to New Bedford’s eighty-seven whaleships.3 As Nantucket fell into
a slow economic decline in the years prior to the Civil War, people walking the streets of
New Bedford for the first time still took in the sights and sounds o f a bustling whaling
port. Both in literature and in reality, as the sectional crisis loomed ever larger on the

1 In 1845 alone, New Bedford supported twenty “Candle Houses and Oil Manufactories,” although one
facility was known to manufacture “linseed oil only.” Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford. Directory (New
Bedford, MA: Press o f Benjamin Lindsey, 1845), 25.
2 “Public Meeting - The Nantucket Sufferers,” Salem Register, July 23, 1846.
3 Alexander Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery (Waltham, Mass.: by the author, 1878.
Reprint, Secaucus, N.J: Castle Books, 1989), 420-425.
A massive fire that took place in Nantucket, on July 13,1846, dealt a serious blow to the island’s
ability to compete with the much busier port city o f New Bedford. News o f the fire was widely reported in
the press. According to the Nantucket selectmen, one-third of the downtown and waterfront had been
reduced to ashes, adding that “the whole business section o f the town is consumed.” See “Public Meeting The Nantucket Sufferers,” Salem Register, July 23, 1846.
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horizon, “most young candidates for the pains and penalties o f whaling [stopped] at this
same New Bedford, thence to embark on their voyage.”4
New Bedford supported a diverse population o f 12,354 residents by the spring o f
1839; that included a “coloured population” of 1,051 people.5 This group was
disproportionately male.6 A stark gender divide in the whaling port’s population o f color
would be somewhat expected, given the kind o f work available to young men o f color in
the whaling port that included berths in the whaling fleet, and work in support industries
on-the waterfront.7 The jobs present in New Bedford, or on whaleships sailing out o f the
Acushnet River, represented a tremendous opportunity, and far better than many African
Americans could hope to find elsewhere in America during the first half o f the century.

4 Herman Melville, Moby Dick (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 7.
5 Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin Lindsey, 1839), 28-29.
6 Town clerk Henry Crapo noted o f the city’s “coloured population” that “It consists o f 709 males and
342 females.” See Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin Lindsey,
1839), 29.
7 Judging by some o f the names that appeared in the directory, town clerk Henry Crapo considered
New Bedford’s Portuguese residents part of the “coloured” population. These individuals were most likely
from the Azores based on whaling voyage crew lists and logs.
Whaling logs were often very specific in their description o f the crew and their origins. For example,
as mentioned in Chapter 3 one tragedy at sea brought particular attention to a whaleman from the Azores.
According to the October 20,1847 log entry o f the whaleship Robin Hood, the vessel experienced “A
heavy sea” with wind, rain, and hail. Consequently when “the jib blowed loose three mat went out to fitrle
it one o f them fell over board and was drowned his name was Joseph Silva a Portuguese belonging to the
Western Isles.” See Robin Hood (Mystic, Connecticut), Log 48, G. W. Blunt White Research Library,
Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
Sadly names, nationalities, and sometimes ethnicities more often than not appear in the logs under such
circumstances, as in the following log entries for Portuguese whalemen; see entry for July 28, 1846, in
Caledonia (Stonington, Connecticut), Log 39, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport,
Mystic, Connecticut; August 26, 1851 in Romulus (Mystic, Connecticut), Log 44, G.W. Blunt White
Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut; November 17,1860, in Robin Hood (Mystic,
Connecticut), Log 49, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
Other ship’s logs took note of additions to the crew as in the remark “Got three Portuguese at Fayal”
found in the crew list for the whaleship Israel (New Bedford, Massachusetts), Log 90, G.W. Blunt White
Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut See also references to three “Portuguese” seamen
in “List o f persons composing the crew o f ship Mary Mitchell,” Mary Mitchell, 1835-1838 (Nantucket,
Massachusetts), Collection 335 - Edouard A. Stackpole Collection, Folder 1001, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket Massachusetts.
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African Americans worked in a wide variety o f jobs in New Bedford, many o f
which contributed directly to the success o f the port city’s whaling economy. Lewis
Temple, whose toggle harpoon iron revolutionized the whaling industry, worked as a
blacksmith on Coffin’s Wharf at the “foot o f Walnut street,” and called 42 Bedford Street
home.8 Lucas Debety worked as a chimney sweep alongside Frederick Douglass.9 David
S. Fletcher and Nathan Johnson worked in confectionaries.10 Other “coloured” residents
o f the city worked either at sea as mariners and stewards, or on land as laborers, candle
house workers, barbers, tailors, clothes dressers, waiters, porters, hostlers, coopers,
traders, and lamplighters.11 They lived in an array o f homes, including house basements,
and many lived in New Bedford’s boarding houses. “Colored” women appear in the
directory several times, most often as widows, although there are a few references to
wives, and one o f a “washwoman.” 12 Together they represented a small, yet significant
component o f what made New Bedford function as a whaling community. All had a
crucial stake in the debates swirling about the streets o f the city and across the country
over the issue o f slavery.

8 Henry R Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin Lindsey, 1839), 40,132.
9 Henry H Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin Lindsey, 1839), 67.
Barred from working in his trade as a caulker due to racism he encountered along the New Bedford
waterfront, Frederick Douglass noted a number of odd jobs in his 1855 autobiography that he worked to
make ends meet, including one with Lucas Debety, whose name also appears as Lucas Debuty in the
historical record - “I now prepared myself to do anything which came to hand in the way o f turning an
honest penny; sawed wood-dug cellars-shoveled coal-swept chimneys with Uncle Lucas Debuty-rolled
oil casks on the wharves—helped to load and unload vessels—worked in Ricketson's candle works—in
Richmond's brass foundery, and elsewhere; and thus supported myself and family for three years.” See
Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (New York and Auburn: Miller, Orton & Mulligan,
1855), 349-350.
10 Henry R Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin Lindsey, 1839), 73,91.
11 Henry R Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin Lindsey, 1839), 41-75,
77-81, 83-86,88-89,91-97,100-104,107-110,112-119, 121-126,128-133, 135-138,140-144.
12 For references to “colored” widows, see Henry R Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New
Bedford, MA: Benjamin Lindsey, 1839), 53,62, 72, 78, 94,110,119,141; for reference to the
“washwoman” in the 1839 directory, see page 91.
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Just as the wharves, ropewalks, and counting houses defined the workaday
landscape o f New Bedford, church buildings gave shape to the spiritual and moral
identity o f the port. For African Americans and other people o f color, joining the
community often meant becoming a member o f one o f the local African American
churches.13 With slavery and racial equality hotly debated issues in white, black, and
integrated churches during the nineteenth century, how a pastor defined freedom mattered
greatly to congregants whose claim to liberty and equality was tenuous at best.14
The African Christian Church, founded in New Bedford in the 1820s, was
particularly vocal on the issues o f race, slavery, and abolition.15 At least some black
residents o f New Bedford questioned “whether the people o f the United States ought to
send missionaries to the heathen” - a common reference to Native Americans in the West

13 Frederick Douglass noted, “Among my first concerns on reaching New Bedford, was to become
united with the church, for I had never given up, in reality, my religious faith.” See Douglass, My Bondage
and My Freedom, 350-351.
For further discussion o f New Bedford’s five all-black Christian churches, see Earl F. Mulderink in,
New Bedford's Civil War (New York: Fordham University Press, 2012), 41.
14 Frederick Douglass experienced significant challenges in finding a church in keeping with his ideas
about freedom, equality, and slavery. In one of his autobiographies he discussed his experience at the
nominally integrated Elm Street church in New Bedford, and the separation of white and black churchgoers
that he witnessed during distribution of the sacrament o f communion: “I found it impossible to respect the
religious profession o f any who were under the dominion o f this wicked prejudice, and I could not,
therefore, feel that in joining them, I was joining a Christian church, at all. I tried other churches in New
Bedford, with the same result, and, finally, I attached myself to a small body o f colored Methodists, known
as the Zion Methodists. Favored with the affection and confidence o f the members o f this humble
communion, I was soon made a class-leader and a local preacher among them. Many seasons o f peace and
joy I experienced among them, the remembrance o f which is still precious, although I could not see it to be
my duty to remain with that body, when I found that it consented to the same spirit which held my brethren
in chains.” See Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 353-354.
15 The African Christian Church was non-denominational early in its history, and invited Christians “of
every denomination to worship with us.” See Charles Cook, A BriefAccount o f the African Christian
Church, in New Bedford, Being the first o f the Christian Denomination in the United States formed by
people o f colour (New Bedford: Benjamin T. Congdon, 1834), 5.
Slowly, however, the church moved toward identifying itself as Baptist The church’s second pastor
was Rev. Jacob Perry. He had formerly served as both the pastor o f Nantucket’s black Baptist church
(African Meeting House), and the island’s first black schoolteacher o f the African School. The African
Christian Church also associated with the Freewill Baptist Church before it closed in the late 1850s. See
Jesse Fillmore Kelley and Adam Mackie, History o f the Churches o f New Bedford: to which are added
notices o f various other moral and religious organizations (New Bedford, MA: E. Anthony & Sons,
Printers, 1869), 118.
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- when reforms were needed in the American South. Black churchgoers argued, “we
need [those missionaries’] assistance in the southern States, to break up that inhuman
traffic in human blood.” The congregation was less sure o f who would act to abolish
slavery, or when the day o f liberation would come. But they heard “the rattling o f the
chains and the cries o f the wounded o f this injured people. Slavery is a curse on the
land,” they insisted. “Who can wash away the stain! When will it be anhiliated [sic]!” 16
Like many other northern free black communities, New Bedford became
increasingly vocal in its opposition to colonization schemes as a solution to slavery by the
late 1820s, and early 1830s. The African Christian Church appears to have taken a
leading role in articulating this message, stating in July 1832, that “we would more
particularly recommend to the several Conferences o f the United States together with the
general Christian Conference, not to encourage the Colonization Society, by taking up
collections in their churches to send the coloured people to Africa, or to entice them
away.” 17 In addressing the “Present State o f the Church” about two years later, New
Bedford’s free blacks took note o f the major shift taking place in the wider abolitionist
movement. Members o f the African Christian Church suggested that God had produced
“a change in the views o f the people o f these United States in regard to Slavery.” They
pointed specifically to the American Colonization Society, “whose object has not been
the promotion o f the good of the people, but the interests o f the Society. Such an aim
could not prosper in the sight o f God.”18 Along with many o f their counterparts across the

16 Cook, A Brief Account o f the African Christian Church, in New Bedford, 7.
17 Cook, A BriefAccount o f the African Christian Church, in New Bedford, 11.
18 See “Present State o f the Church,” May 20, 1834, in Cook, A BriefAccount o f the African Christian
Church, in New Bedford, 12.
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North, New Bedford’s black residents opposed any program to end slavery that proposed
to resettle African Americans in Africa.
New Bedford’s white reformers were moving in much the same direction on the
issue o f colonization. Writing to her sister, Anne Warren Weston in Boston, Deborah
Weston mentioned that she had heard a certain Mr. Holmes speak at the Lyceum.
Deborah declared the talk to have been “very witty & clever,” but seemed distressed at
Holmes’s version of antislavery principles, recalling that “on the abolition question he
said that he was safely moored in Colonization Bay.” 19 In New Bedford’s black
community, arguments in favor o f colonization would have fallen on deaf ears. Although
talk o f colonization continued in New Bedford as a way to end slavery, one area o f the
antislavery debate on which the whaling port’s white and black abolitionists increasingly
agreed by the late-1830s, was the impact o f colonization on black equality. With so many
free blacks and fugitive slaves already contributing as members o f New Bedford’s
whaling economy, the idea o f freeing America’s slaves, at the cost o f transporting the
freedpeople out o f the country, was not a viable option for most reformers who lived in a
community that depended on black labor.
African Americans in New Bedford framed their support for the abolition o f
slavery in demands for racial equality, and they assailed the institution o f bondage by

19 Deborah Weston, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Anne Warren Weston, Boston, Massachusetts,
February 1,1837, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 9, p. 12, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department,
Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
The lecturer was most likely Rev. Sylvester Holmes o f the North Congregational Church in New
Bedford, and a key figure in the New Bedford Port Society for the Moral Improvement o f Seamen. He
appears in official records as a life member of the American Colonization Society, “by the contribution of
$30 or upwards at one time, to the funds o f the Institution.” See Thirty-Second Annual Report o f the
American Colonization Society, with the Proceedings o f the Board ofDirectors, and o f the Society at the
Annual Meeting, January 16, 1849 (Washington: C. Alexander, Printer, 1849), 51-52. For reference to
Holmes in the New Bedford city directory, including a listing under “Churches and Ministers,” see Henry
HL Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: J.C. Parmenter, Printer, 1838), 22, 72.
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drawing attention to its abolition overseas. One white New Bedford reformer observed a
public gathering o f black residents at a picnic, describing what had become an annual
attack on the continued existence o f slavery in the United States o f America:
The colored people had their celebration o f the emancipation o f the slaves in the
British West Indies today. There were many from abroad and they made a striking
appearance with their band and procession and showy costumes. All went off
satisfactorily I believe. They had speeches at Parker’s Grove and the Town Hall.20
New Bedford whaling merchant Samuel Rodman Jr., noted that the assemblage in that
town included a great many visitors to the city. Upon going to the railway station the next
day, Rodman “saw there the returning visitants of the colored people with a great number
to see them on their way.” The departing group “filled a good portion o f two cars, having
one with the band wholly to themselves. The band struck up a parting air as the cars
moved off .”21

Samuel Rodman Jr. was known to frequent antislavery lectures, and generally
held to free soil principles, but was by no means a radical abolitionist. He expended much
of his efforts in reforming society in seamen’s reform through the New Bedford Port
Society for the Moral Improvement o f Seamen. The black celebration o f British West
Indian Emancipation in New Bedford offered a way for people o f color in the community
to draw the attention o f reformers like Rodman to the growing isolation o f the United

20 Diary entry for August 2,1849, in Samuel Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman: A New
Becford Chronicle o f Thirty-Seven Years, 1821-1859, Edited by Zephaniah W. Pease (New Bedford, Mass.:
Reynolds Printing Co., 1927), 293.
21 Diary entry for August 3, 1849, in Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 293. Similar festivities
were held in August 1851 that featured black abolitionist Charles Lenox Remond as an invited speaker,
offering an address that “denounced what he considered the injustice o f the colonization scheme.” The
newspaper account described how “Last Friday, the 1a instant, the anniversary o f the emancipation o f the
slaves in the British West India Islands was celebrated by the colored citizens o f this place, and by visiting
friends from abroad, with a spirit becoming so joyful an occasion.” See “British West India Emancipation,
New Bedford Republican Standard, August 7,1851.
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States in the world as a nation that still supported slavery.22 The editor o f the New
Bedford Republican Standard responded by deeming the August 1 anniversary o f the
abolition of slavery in the British West Indies, “an event worthy to be commemorated
with delight and pleasure,” adding a plea that the day might soon come when the
abolition o f slavery in America too would be celebrated:
May we not hope this great act o f justice will soon be done, and that the jubilee
will be sounded to more than a quarter o f our population who are now despoiled
and deprived o f their natural and heaven-born rights. To hasten and bring about
such an event, should the efforts o f the wise and good be consecrated. It is high
time this great act of national repentance occurred.23
New Bedford’s people of color clearly viewed the anniversary in much the same way. As
commemorations took shape in the whaling port, black New Bedford residents
appropriated the holiday as a way to publicly express their desire for the abolition o f
slavery in America and guarantee o f equal rights.
Three years later, Samuel Rodman Jr. was on his way to his mother’s home when
he stopped at the Town Hall because o f a gathering. The event that caught his attention
was being held to commemorate the anniversary o f British West Indian Emancipation:
I found a large audience listening to the speech o f Fred’k Douglass, the negro
orator at the close o f the public celebration o f the First o f August, the anniversary
of the British emancipation o f the slaves in the English Islands o f the West Indies.
The years that have elapsed since I last heard him have improved his oratory, the
power of which is indicated by the fact that the most quiet and respectful attention
was given through his address, which did not end till half past ten o ’clock. The
scene was in strange contrast with that in our town about twenty years ago when
the New England Abolition Society was mobbed and their meeting broken up,
22 The British Parliament enacted the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833. The law came into force the next
year as o f August 1, 1834. For discussions of British West Indian Emancipation in the early 1830s and its
celebration in black communities like New Bedford, see Kathryn Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar:
Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in New Bedford, Massachusetts (Amherst, MA: University o f
Massachusetts Press, 2001), 230, 261-263; J. R. Kerr-Ritchie, Rites o f August First: Emancipation Day in
the Black Atlantic World (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2007); Henry Mayer, All on
Fire: William Lloyd Garrison and the Abolition o f Slavery (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 1998), 76-77,
151-153, 159,163,167-168,248,325,507, 529.
23 “The West India Emancipation,” New Bedford Republican Standard, August 4,1853.
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though white men o f character and talent were the speakers. Here was a meeting
called by colored men who alone occupied the platform, with a gratified audience
o f about a thousand people, a majority o f whom were white and more than half
women. This speaks favorably for the abatement o f prejudice and the advance of
humane and just principles.24
British West Indian Emancipation clearly resonated with the black residents o f New
Bedford as an important symbol o f what was at stake for them in their fight to end
slavery and achieve social equality. The symbolism o f the anniversary o f British
Emancipation ran so deep that black New Bedford residents would continue to celebrate
the event well past the end o f the American Civil War: “The anniversary o f the abolition
of slavery in the British West Indies, which occurred in 1834, has ever since been
observed at New Bedford by the colored people o f the State with public ceremonial and
rejoicing,” a Boston newspaper reported in 1869.25 Yet even as Rodman noted in 1856
how far Douglass had come as an orator, the anniversary in those times undoubtedly
reminded the audience, black and white, o f how much the antislavery movement in

America still had to accomplish.
Although whites’ and blacks’ levels o f commitment to abolitionism and equality
often differed, black New Bedford abolitionists were joined by white allies who sought to
eliminate the scourge o f American slavery. Various documents including a constitution,
and a number o f city directories, mention one o f these groups, the New Bedford Young
Men’s Anti-Slavery Society, as having been founded in February 1836.26 Judging from a

24 Diary entry for July 29 to Aug 3, 1856, Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 330.
25 “Emancipation in the West Indies. Celebration in New Bedford,” Boston Daily Advertiser, August 3,
1869.
26 Benjamin T. Congdon, Constitution o f the New-Bedford Young Men's Anti-slavery Society. Adopted
February 27, 1836. And their Address to the Public, Published by order o f the Society (New Bedford, MA:
Benjamin T. Congdon, Printer, 1836).
See also, Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: J.C. Parmenter, Printer,
1836), 27; Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: J.C. Parmenter, Printer,
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newspaper account and the New Bedford city directory, however, there appears to have
been an official, organized antislavery presence in the whaling port as early as July 1835.
Readers o f the New Bedford Mercury saw an announcement on July 3, 1835, that
“the Annual Meeting o f the New Bedford Anti-Slavery Society, will be held at the
Lyceum Hall, on Saturday Evening, July 4th, at 7 o’clock.” Perhaps hoping to draw on the
community’s patriotic sentiment by meeting on Independence Day, the abolitionists
clearly wished to draw in new recruits, adding to the notice: “Persons wishing to unite
with the Society, will then have an opportunity.”27 The one official antislavery society in
New Bedford by the late 1830s, the New Bedford Young Men’s Anti-Slavery Society,
was according to the 1839 city directory an economically and racially diverse
institution.28 Letters written between New Bedford’s abolitionists and fellow abolitionists
living elsewhere also make it clear that, up until the early 1840s, there were two white

1838), 27; Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Press o f Benjamin Lindsey,
1841), 32.
27 “New Bedford Anti-Slavery Society,” New Bedford Mercury, July 3, 1835. The 1836 New Bedford
city directory lists the New Bedford Anti-Slavery Society with its annual meeting taking place July 4, with
the following New Bedford residents listed in the leadership; President - William Rotch, Jr.; Vice
Presidents, Andrew Robeson, John O. Choules, Joseph Ricketson, Joseph Congdon; Recording Secretary,
James B. Congdon; Corresponding Secretary, John Burrage; Treasurer - John F. Emerson. The same
directory lists the New Bedford Young Men’s Anti-Slavery Society on the next page. See Henry H. Crapo,
The New Bedford Directory: Containing the Names o f the Inhabitants, their Occupations, Places of
Business, and Dwelling Houses (New Bedford, MA: J. C. Parmenter, Printer, 1836), 26-27.
By 1838 New Bedford was down to just the one official antislavery society, the New Bedford Young
Men’s Anti-Slavery Society. See “Literary and Benevolent Institutions” in Henry H. Crapo, The New
Bedford Directory: Containing the Names o f the Inhabitants, their Occupations, Places o f Business, and
Dwelling Houses (New Bedford, MA: J. C. Parmenter, Printer, 1838), 26-28.
28 The following officers were listed in the 1839 directory. I have included their occupation and page
number where each person was recorded in the directory. In two cases officers were designated as “c” or
colored - 1 have provided those notations along with professions in parentheses: President, Joseph Congdon
(Mechanics Bank, cashier, p. 61), Vice President, John F. Emerson (“principal in Pub. Grammar School,”
p. 72), Secretary Treasurer, William C. Coffin (“book keeper,” Mechanics Bank, p. 60), Counsellors:
R.[ichard] C. Johnson (colored, “R.C. & E.R. Johnson,” p. 91), I. C. Taber, (Isaac Taber, “boards 57
Third,” p. 130), George F. Hussey (“Howland & Hussey,” p. 89), Rodney French (merchant, p. 74),
Benjamin T. Sanford (“Benjamin T. & Thomas,” painters, p. 119), Nathan Johnson (colored,
“confectionary,” p. 91). For main reference to the society, see Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory
(New Bedford, MA: Benjamin Lindsey, 1839), 33.
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antislavery societies in the city - one for men, and one for women.29 Though benevolent
and reform-minded societies in the region were more often than not divided along gender
lines, in time New Bedford’s abolitionists would choose to unite in their efforts.30
Overall, New Bedford played host to a wide array o f societies committed to
reforming nineteenth-century American society. O f all the city’s “benevolent” societies,
the New Bedford Port Society for the Moral Improvement o f Seamen was arguably the
one with the highest profile. Founded in 1830, and chartered in 1832, the New Bedford
Port Society sought to meet the spiritual and material needs o f seamen passing through,
or living in the port.31 Close examination o f the role o f the Port Society in New Bedford
adds considerably to the overall picture o f the part white activists played in attempting to
reform both seamen, and American society in general.
There was considerable overlap in white membership in New Bedford’s reformminded societies, a fact that contributed to white reformers often placing different
emphasis on how best to reform American society - through antislavery efforts, or by
other means such as seamen’s reform. For black abolitionists in New Bedford, their

29 W. C. C., New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, Boston, Massachusetts, January 1,
1841, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2, Vol. 15, p. 5, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public
Library, Boston, Massachusetts. See also, Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston,
Boston, Massachusetts, March 8,1841, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2, Vol. 15, no. 30, Rare Books and
Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
30 Along with the initial division of New Bedford’s antislavery movement along gender lines, both the
New Bedford Port Society for the Moral Improvement o f Seamen and the New Bedford Benevolent Society
supported a main branch o f the society, and a “Ladies’” auxiliary branch. See Records o f the Ladies Branch
o f the New Bedford Benevolent Society, Ms 77 S-g 1, Series F, Sub-series 16A: New Bedford Benevolent
Society Records, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts; see also
New Bedford Port Society, Annual Reports, 1831-1855 (bound collection), New Bedford Whaling Museum
Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts..
31 The diary o f Samuel Rodman Jr., whaling merchant and longtime president o f the New Bedford Port
Society, offers tremendous insight into the founding o f the NBPS. For information on the society’s June 1,
1830 meeting “for forming a society for the moral improvement o f seamen,” and events that led to the
founding o f the society and Rodman’s selection as president o f the NBPS, see the following entries in his
diary; September 26-28,1829; September 30,1829; May 21, 1830; June 1, 1830; June 3, 1830; June 8,
1830; June 12,1830; June 18, 1830; in Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 68, 73.
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decision to focus on abolitionism, and obtaining social equality, was an easy one. For
many white reformers, abolitionism represented just one part o f a multifaceted reform
agenda, a reality that further underscores the importance o f black abolitionists to the
antislavery movement in New Bedford. The influence o f overarching ideas about the
corruption of nineteenth-century America, and the effect o f that corruption on the lives of
mariners, black and white, at times informed, and even competed with, antislavery efforts
in New Bedford.32
The first article o f the by-laws o f the Port Society, adopted in 1832, stated that
“the object o f this society shall continue to be, to protect the rights and interests of
seamen, and to furnish them with such moral, intellectual and religious instruction as the
Executive Board hereafter designated shall deem practicable.”33 Nevertheless, an
essential additional component o f the work of the society continued to be “obtaining a
better class o f seamen to meet the wants o f this Port,” in addition to the “preservation or
improvement o f their morals.”34 Attempting during the 1850s to reach out to a “small
number of shipowners and agents, who have not yet become contributors,” the society’s
Executive Board reasserted their “conviction that the whole shipping interest o f our city,

32 While Kathryn Grover’s research in The Fugitive’s Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves and Abolitionism in
New Bedford, Massachusetts (2001) has offered the most recent, and to date, most comprehensive study o f
fugitive slaves and abolitionism in New Bedford, analysis o f the role o f the Port Society, and other
“benevolent institutions” in the city, adds to the existing picture o f reform in New Bedford.
Considering the importance o f mariners, including African Americans and other people o f color, to the
economic fortunes o f the whaling port, examining the role o f the Port Society also adds to what is known
about the lives o f whalemen, most of whom were considered second class citizens by fellow Americans in
the early republic, regardless o f their race.
33 “By Laws and Regulations o f the New Bedford Port Society for the Moral Improvement o f Seamen.
Adopted May 4 1832,” in “Executive Board and Annual Meeting Minutes, 1830-1851,” Port Society
Records, LB82-8, Item #49, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford,
Massachusetts.
34 See entry for May 10,1832, “Executive Board and Annual Meeting Minutes, 1830-1851,” Port
Society Records, LB82-8, Item #49, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford,
Massachusetts.
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no less than the well-being o f the seamen in its employ, is greatly promoted by the efforts
and influence of our association.”35 A sense of religious and social duty drove much o f
the work o f the Port Society, as did the continued need for qualified whalemen to fill out
the crews of the whaleships lying at anchor in the Acushnet River.
As the Port Society expanded, the organization sought the assistance o f New
Bedford’s female residents, leading to the founding o f a Ladies’ Branch in 1833.36 In
keeping with a gendered division o f labor common in early nineteenth-century reform,
women were assigned different tasks considered appropriate to their separate sphere o f
influence. One o f the early contributions o f the Ladies’ Branch was a clothing store close
to the waterfront, “for Seamen and others.”37 Whalemen were often confronted with
exorbitant prices for supplies on land, and at sea. The much dreaded slop chest aboard a
whaleship was the only supply o f spare clothes and tools that could be bought while out
to sea. Anything taken from the slop chest was counted against a whaleman’s final share
of the profits. Given the opportunity, whalemen probably ventured gladly to any
establishment that treated them fairly.38 Something as simple as a clothing store with fair
prices had the potential to make the difference between a whaleman’s turning a profit, or
owing the ship, and the whaling merchant, money upon their return to port.

35 Board Meeting, September 30, 1859, “Records o f the Executive Board, commencing Feburary 9,
1852,” in “Executive Board and Annual Meetings, Minutes, 1852-1865,” Port Society Records, LB82-8,
Item #50, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
36 For discussion of the founding o f the auxiliary branch o f the New Bedford Port Society, and the
desire to involve women in the work o f the society, see entries for October 26,1832, and April 26, 1833, in
“Executive Board and Annual Meeting Minutes, 1830-1851,” Port Society Records, LB82-8, Item #49,
New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
37 Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: J. C. Parmenter, Printer, 1838),
26.
38 For discussion of the shipboard slop chest, its financial impact on whalemen, and role within the lay
system, see Lance E. Davis, et al., In Pursuit o f Leviathan: Technology, Institutions, Productivity, and
Profits in American Whaling, 1816-1906 (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1997), 49-50,172, 250,
411; Eric Jay Dolin, Leviathan: The History o f Whaling in America (New York: W. W. Norton, 2007), 270273.
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Almost a decade into the operation of the Ladies’ Branch, the Port Society offered
an assessment o f its contributions to seamen’s reform. The remarks in the New Bedford
Port Society’s 1842 Annual Report outline specific initiatives taken by the women o f
New Bedford to alleviate the condition o f mariners, while also showing how prescribed
gender roles factored into the day-to-day operations o f seamen’s reform:
Nine years have elapsed since it was established, and during that time the
members, as honorable women are wont to do, have uniformly and with great
faithfulness and kindness fulfilled their duties. Seamen, sick and destitute, have
been relieved from their treasury.. .The Clothing Store under their patronage is a
place where those intending to go to sea can supply themselves with all necessary
articles, well manufactured, and at becoming charges.39
Adding to these contributions by the Ladies’ Branch, Sarah Rotch Arnold, a member o f
one o f New Bedford’s most important whaling families, made it possible to establish a
“Home for the Mariner” in New Bedford through her donation o f the mansion that had

been occupied by her late father, “as a Sailors’ Home, together with land eligibly situated
on which to place it, and funds to remove it and fit it for occupancy, adding even the care
of fitting it upon its new foundation.”40 Still standing on Johnny Cake Hill in New
Bedford, the Mariners’ Home offered New Bedford’s transient population o f seamen an
alternative to the boarding houses that were the target o f the society’s indignation.
In making a case why “all classes o f our citizens” should support the efforts o f the
New Bedford Port Society, one minister remarked “that New Bedford owes almost every
dollar of its wealth to the tireless energy o f its sailors. Venice is a city in the sea, New
Bedford is a city o f the sea.” Whaling was the reason for New Bedford’s early prosperity,

39 Thirteenth Annual Report of the Board o f Managers c f the New Bedford Port Society, fo r the Moral
Improvement o f Seamen, Presented to the Society, at the Annual Meeting, October 12th, 1842 (New
Bedford, MA: Press o f Benjamin Lindsey, 1842), 10-11.
40 Report o f the Board of Managers o f the New Bedford Port Society, fo r the Moral Improvement o f
Seamen, presented January 30, 1852, with the Charter and By-Laws o f the Society, and a List o f its Life
Members and Officers (New Bedford, MA: Press o f Benjamin Lindsey, 1852), 4.
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and consequently owed much to those responsible for generating that wealth. “Its hardy
mariners have scoured every ocean where a whale could be found, and New Bedford is
the product o f their labors,” he argued, “Lowell was built by spindles, New Bedford has
been built by harpoons!”41
While expressing an earnest desire to aid the cause o f the seamen who sailed from
New Bedford, the early records o f the Port Society also indicate a degree o f paternalism
that influenced many o f the reform movements - including the abolition o f slavery during the 1800s. Members of the Port Society claimed that, “if we mean to improve the
morals o f our seamen and encourage them, we must attend more to their interests and
welfare and look out for them as parents would for their children.”42 Paternalism and
patriarchy would have been nothing new to New Bedford whalemen intimately familiar
with the rhythms o f shipboard life and the hierarchy presided over by the whaleship’s
captain, which governed every waking moment at sea. That the whaling merchants and
other civic leaders who joined the society shared the same worldview in running the
community as those who ran a ship halfway around the world should come as no
surprise; they were all part of the same enterprise. Concerned, even fearful o f how sailors
might act if left to their own devices, reformers treated the men who came to New
Bedford to find work at sea with a firm guiding hand, whether they were on shore or
aboard ship. “Happy shall we be if our mutual efforts shall produce such a moral reform
in our Whale Ships,” members o f the Port Society argued in one address circulated

41 Thirty-second Annual Report o f the New Bedford Port Society, fo r the Moral Improvement o f
Seamen. January 31, 1862. With an Address by Rev. William S. Studley, before the anniversary meeting
(New Bedford, MA: Fessenden & Baker, Printers, 1862), 13.
42 Fourth Annual Report o f the Executive Board o f the New Bedford Port Societyfo r the Moral
Improvement o f Seamen, Presented November 5, 1833 (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin T. Congdon, 1833),
12 .
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through the New Bedford whaling fleet, “thus instead o f being the vehicles o f corruption,
and a disgrace to our nation in the ports they visit abroad, they may become justly
celebrated for the wholesome moral influence they may carry wherever our flag may
wave, or a Whale Ship be known.”43
The Port Society issued a resolution in 1838, for example, that highlighted the
complementary concerns o f the society for the wellbeing o f sailors, and the financial
interests of New Bedford whaling merchants. The organization resolved “that the best
interests of the mariner and the merchant, as well as the cause of humanity alike require
that a sufficient number o f boarding homes for the accommodation o f seamen should be
provided in all our sea ports where they may be furnished with the necessary comforts of
life, without the baneful accompaniment o f intoxicating liquor.”44 For whalemen, whose
difficult and dangerous work at sea far often came with too little reward, the focus o f the
New Bedford Port Society on religious and moral improvement, and the related area o f
temperance, may have grated at times. Members o f the Port Society saw temperance as a
key area o f reform, vital to achieving the moral improvement o f the sailors who walked
the decks o f their ships. Whalemen interested in finding a drink, or companionship, along
the waterfront, likely took a somewhat different view o f the matter.

43 Pasted into the front page of the logbook for the whaleship Ceres of New Bedford (sailed October
13,1838) can be found a copy o f “An Address to Commanders of Ships, sailing from the Port ofN ew
Bedford. The address from the “Board of Managers o f the New Bedford Port Society for the moral
improvement o f Seamen” touches on all manner o f issues a captain might encounter in command at sea,
from “judicious exercise o f that official power,” to the warning “that intemperance and profanity are the
common failings o f seamen, and that from the first of these, springs most of the serious evils which occur
in the course o f a voyage.” See Ship Ceres (New Bedford, Massachusetts), Log 90, G.W. Blunt White
Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
44 “At a special meeting of the New Bedford Port Society for the moral improvement of Seamen, held
at the North Christian Church on Sunday evening,” December 16, 1838, “Journal o f the proceedings o f the
New Bedford Port Society for die moral improvement o f Seamen,” in “Executive Board and Annual
Meeting Minutes, 1830-1851,” Port Society Records, LB82-8, Item #49, New Bedford Whaling Museum
Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
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One area o f reform that New Bedford’s mariners may have been more agreeable
to, was the Port Society’s effort to improve the port’s boarding houses. The condition of
these establishments, and “inadequate provision o f the boarding houses for the proper
accommodation, at certain seasons, o f the seamen,” caught the attention o f the Executive
Board early on in the work o f the society.45 In particular, in 1830, representatives o f the
Port Society began “investigating the state o f the Boarding Houses for Coloured
Seamen.” Like their white counterparts, many ofN ew Bedford’s black whalemen were
likely passing through the community. While waiting for a berth aboard a whaleship, a
number o f these men would have lived in one o f the port’s boarding houses, often in less
than ideal conditions. The committee assigned to inspecting the boarding houses for
“Coloured Seamen” investigated a total o f seven establishments, “in all accommodating
not over one hundred sailors.” The committee found the boarding houses for black
seamen to be “generally respectable,” adding “that those who keep them are inclined to
adopt any measures for their further improvement that may be suggested with very few
exceptions.”46 Beyond performing inspections, any attempts to substantially improve the

45 Third Annual Report o f the Executive Board o f the New Bedford Port Society fo r the Moral
Improvement o f Seamen, Presented November 6, 1832 (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin T. Congdon, 1832),
8.

46 July 1, 1830, “Executive Board and Annual Meeting Minutes, 1830-1851,” Port Society Records,
LB82-8, Item #49, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
In contrast, a report in 1831 was far less favorable in its opinion o f the overall condition ofN ew
Bedford’s boarding houses. On October 28,1831, a committee, having canvassed 21 New Bedford
boarding houses accommodating roughly 390 seamen, led by whaling merchant Charles W. Morgan,
reported its findings on New Bedford’s boarding houses to the officers o f the Port Society. Although the
committee reported being pleased to find “two or three” cases o f acceptable boarding houses, “in others,
they were as much disgusted with the crowded and dirty appearance o f the beds [and] furniture.” In
working to “ascertain what if any regulations existed for the exclusion o f spirituous liquors and the
preservation o f morality,” if the boarding house keepers were to be believed, the situation was good. The
committee determined, “that the boarding houses and accommodations for seamen are insufficient for their
numbers, illy [s/c] adapted to their bodily comforts [and] unfriendly to their moral improvement.” See
October 28,1831, “Executive Board and Annual Meeting Minutes, 1830-1851,” Port Society Records,
LB82-8, Item #49, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts.
Annual meeting minutes from January 25, 1856, indicate that the Port Society remained concerned,
“that there are to be found among us so many, who are engaged in leading the young seaman into those
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lodgings o f seamen deemed inadequate were limited by lack o f funds, a circumstance
dramatically changed by the opening o f the Mariners’ Home in 1851.
By the time the Port Society received its charter in February 1832, the
organization boasted an impressive list ofN ew Bedford citizens from the highest levels
o f the port city’s white community.47 One o f these men was Samuel Rodman Jr., a
whaling merchant with a counting house at Rodman’s Wharf, and president o f the New
Bedford Port Society.48 At one time or another during his life, Rodman was involved in
many of the affairs o f the whaling port, including the school committee, town meetings,
financial institutions, lectures, and reform. Rodman kept a diary throughout much o f his
active life that refers to many o f these activities in detail. Rodman’s participation in
temperance, seamen’s reform, and abolitionism were intertwined. These efforts toward
reform cannot be separated since they were part o f a larger goal: the overall improvement
o f society.
In April 1831, for example, Rodman visited the African Christian Church, “near
the end o f their services to acquaint them with the views of the School Committee under

ways which lead down to the chambers of death.” See “Executive Board and Annual Meetings, Minutes,
1852-1865,” Port Society Records, LB82-8, Item #50, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library,
New Bedford, Massachusetts.
47 The Executive Board and Annual Meeting Minutes for the New Bedford Port Society include a list
o f the charter members o f the society from 1832. Combined with research in the New Bedford city
directory, a picture emerges of important leaders in New Bedford’s early nineteenth-century whaling
economy working alongside members o f the religious community attempting to impact the lives ofN ew
Bedford’s whalemen and mariners. The following page numbers refer to the 1836 New Bedford Directory —
members included: Samuel Rodman Jr., whaling merchant, “counting room S. Rodman’s wharf’ (77);
James Arnold; Rev. Sylvester Holmes, North Congregationalist Church (21); John Howland, Jr., J&J
Howland (61); Jonathan Tuttle; Timothy I. Dyre; Charles W. Morgan, “merchant, counting room Rotch’s
wharf’ (69), candle house and oil manufactory (23); Rev. Orville Dewey; Jared Parkhurst, A Barker & Co.
(71); William H. Taylor; John Coggeshall, merchant (46); Nehemiah Leonard, merchant (65). See
“Executive Board and Annual Meeting Minutes, 1830-1851,” Port Society Records, LB82-8, Item #49,
New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts; see also Henry R Crapo,
The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: J. C. Parmenter, Printer, 1836).
48 For reference to Samuel Rodman Jr. and his work as a whaling merchant, see Henry R Crapo, The
New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: J. C. Parmenter, Printer, 1836), 77.
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the authority of the town relative to the establishment o f a separate Public School for the
colored children.”49 Although there is no record o f the black community’s reaction, in
light o f the later effort in Nantucket to integrate the island’s public schools, one suspects
that the recommendation o f the New Bedford school committee to establish a separate
school for the city’s black residents met with similar resistance. New Bedford’s public
schools were integrated by the late 1830s, several years before Nantucket achieved the
same outcome in the mid-1840s.50
Rodman’s diary is filled with references to his work for the New Bedford Port
Society, as well as his wider interests in nineteenth-century reform. From intemperance,
to boarding hous? conditions for whalemen and mariners in New Bedford, Rodman
sought to improve the quality o f life for seamen, both at sea and onshore.51 The language
employed by those associated with the society highlights how intertwined the goals o f the
New Bedford Port Society were with other nineteenth-century reforms, including the
antislavery movement:
The shackles of his double slavery— the slavery o f his own burning passions, and
o f the ever besetting and ruthless panderers to his lusts, are gradually
loosening.. .As a class, our seamen no longer regard themselves— or are they any
longer regarded by others—as beings doomed to a life o f suffering, toil and
deprivation upon the sea, that they may spend a brief season upon the land, the
double victims of a brutal sensuality and a more brutal avarice. Amid the darkness
and despair of the sailor’s solitary and forsaken condition, there was a voice
heard, ‘am I not a man and a brotherV The voice was heard and obeyed. He was
found to be both a man and a brother, claiming our sympathy and succor by the
ties o f an alliance to the common Father o f us all.52
49 Dairy entry for April 24,1831, Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 83.
50 For more on New Bedford’s desegregation o f public schools, see Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar,
180-181.
51 Rodman’s diary makes note of a wide array o f these reforms relating to the condition and moral state
o f seamen, including the housing conditions o f African American mariners discussed in Chapter 2; for
select examples see Rodman Jr., The Diary of Samuel Rodman, 9,68,73,75-76, 81, 83,102,111-112,147,
207-208, 224,240.
52 “Report, Presented at the Annual Meeting, October 11,1848,” in An Address Delivered at the
Annual Meeting o f the New Bedford Port Society, December 10, 1848, by Rev. John Weiss. With the
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Using similar language, another minister asserted that “A sailor is a man. The most
untutored Kanaka in South Water Street is a brother-man to you and me.”53 Whether a
white sailor o f European descent, an African American, or Pacific Islander in the case o f
the “Kanaka,” the rhetoric used to describe the men who were the targets o f seamen’s
reform directly echoed the language the antislavery movement employed in discussing
blacks. As president, Samuel Rodman Jr. took his involvement in the New Bedford Port
Society, and his commitment to the ideology o f the society, very seriously. His activities
also demonstrate the degree to which seamen’s reform tied in with the efforts in New
Bedford to fight for the abolition o f slavery.
Sometimes the breadth o f reform efforts in the whaling port meant that Rodman
found himself overextended. On one June morning in 1841, Rodman “rose early as usual
and between 6 & 7 o ’clock” and went in search o f a particular Port Society board
member “to engage him to deliver some temperance papers on taking his circuit among
the seamen’s boarding houses in fulfillment of his weekly duty.” After “calling at several
places” including the homes of the Port Society’s secretary and pastor, Rodman learned
not only, that no one was sure who was responsible for making the rounds that day, but
also that “the duty had been omitted for the last six or eight weeks.” Determining to make
the circuit o f boarding houses and taverns himself, Rodman proceeded to visit R. Tabor’s
bar room, Hiram Haskell’s and Ebenezer Tilton’s shops on Market Square, Thomas

Society's Nineteenth Annual Report (Boston: Benjamin H. Greene, 1849), 24, in New Bedford Port Society,
Annual Reports, 1831-1855 (bound collection), New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New
Bedford, Massachusetts.
53 An Address Delivered Before the New Bedford Port Society, on the occasion o f its Twenty-Seventh
Anniversary, February 15, 1857. By Rev. Wheelock Craig. With the Annual Report o f the Board of
Managers (New Bedford, MA: Mercury Job Press, 1857), 3.

254

Coles’s tavern, and “one other grog shop which I found open,” before completing his
“circuit of boarding houses and vessels a little after 9 o ’clock.”54
During his visit to Cole’s tavern, Rodman “remonstrated” with Cole about his
business. The tavern owner responded with his own “long argument in defense o f his
practice” attacking “the inconsistency and hypocrisy o f the friends o f temperance.”
Rodman noted that the encounter had attracted “the attention o f a good many persons,
probably those who were customers at the poisonous fountain,” and hoped that the
incident would in some way influence the drinkers. He then attended meeting at the
Seaman’s Bethel, the Port Society’s nondenominational church for mariners that had
opened in 1832, and in the afternoon, the Roman Catholic meeting, where Rodman
“heard an address on temperance” and witnessed 22 congregants take a temperance
pledge.55
New Bedford whaling merchant and shipowner, Charles Wain Morgan, also
figured prominently in the activities o f the New Bedford Port Society. Aside from any
personal feelings Morgan had that drove his commitment to seamen’s reform, his
financial stake in a number o f whaleships meant that he also had a direct interest in the
welfare o f the whalemen sailing from New Bedford. In a diary entry written in the late
1840s, for example, Morgan made a note that Captain Prince W. Ewer “will probably go
again in the Emily Morgan and Mrs. Ewer will accompany him.” By mid-century, an
increasing number o f whaling captains brought their wives with them for the voyage as a
benefit o f rank. “This custom is becoming quite common and no disadvantages have been

54 June 13, 1841 diary entry in, Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 220-221.
55 June 13, 1841 diary entry in, Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 220-221.
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noticed,” Morgan observed o f the practice, “though there are some, but the advantages
overpower them. There is more decency when a woman is on board.”56
Whatever effect Mrs. Ewer had on the crew, between 1849 and 1854 the Emily
Morgan collected 1,892 barrels o f “sperm-oil,” the second most for a whaleship sailing
out o f New Bedford in 1849, probably vindicating Charles W. Morgan in his conviction
that “decency” aboard ship would improve the whaling fortunes ofN ew Bedford.57 At
one point in the 1830s, the Executive Board o f the New Bedford Port Society contended
that they were “fully convinced that some o f the evils which exist, and which, if
continued will ere long seriously injure and endanger our commercial prosperity, can
only find a remedy in united efforts on the part o f ship-owners.”58 Allowing whaling
captain’s wives to sail with their husbands was one way in Morgan’s mind to achieve this
goal. Seamen’s reform was another.
The leadership o f the various “Literary and Benevolent Institutions” in New
Bedford overlapped considerably. For example, in 1839 alone, John F. Emerson,
Principal o f the Public Grammar School at 66 Elm Street, served in no less than seven
leadership positions, ranging from corresponding secretary of the Lyceum and New
Bedford Port Society, to trustee o f the new Atheneum, manager o f the Temperance

56 Charles W. Morgan, Diary o f Charles W. Morgan, July 25,1849, Collection 27 - Charles W.
Morgan Collection, Volume 3, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut
Several historians have studied the decision to have whaling captain’s wives join their husbands on the
voyage, something that whaling merchants, including Charles W. Morgan, increasingly supported. For
more on the practice in New Bedford see Richard C. Kugler, New Bedford and Old Dartmouth: A Portrait
o f a Region's Past (New Bedford, MA: Trustees o f the Old Dartmouth Historical Society, 1975), 176. For
more on whaling wives at sea generally, including benefits o f and crews’ reactions to the phenomenon, as
well as what Lisa Norling calls “the failure of Victorian domesticity on shore & at sea,” see Lisa Norling,
Captain Ahab Had a Wife: New England Women and the Whalefishery, 1720-1870 (Chapel Hill: University
ofNorth Carolina Press, 2000), 151, 209,212,214-263,323-325.
57 Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery, 460-463.
58Fifth Annual Report o f the Executive Board o f the New Bedford Port Society fo r the Moral
Improvement o f Seamen, Presented November 4, 1834 (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin T. Congdon, 1835),
8.
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Society, Vice President o f both the Bible Society and Young Men’s Anti-Slavery Society,
and President o f the Total Abstinence Society. Not everyone, perhaps, demonstrated this
level of devotion to educational and reform-minded pursuits, yet the evidence is strong
that a wide cross-section o f people in the community demonstrated interest in New
Bedford’s educational and reform efforts.59
Anyone working to improve the conditions o f seamen in New Bedford would be
sure to encounter a diversity o f people due to the racially mixed nature o f whaling crews
in the community during the 1800s. Rodman expressed direct interest in the plight of
“colored” seamen who lived and worked in the community. In offering a tribute to
Rodman after his death in 1876, Rev. William J. Potter, minister o f the Unitarian Church
in New Bedford, remembered Rodman as “one who helped, in large degree, to keep
sound and healthful the moral life o f the whole community.” Addressing the many areas
o f reform that Rodman turned his attention to during his life, Potter noted that
“Temperance, peace, freedom, the equal rights o f all classes and colors, have lost in him
a generous helper.”60 Rodman’s primary involvement in seamen’s reform circles meant
that he often crossed paths with those involved with the antislavery movement.
Other well-placed white reformers shared a wide-ranging interest in changing
nineteenth-century American society. Rodman attended numerous antislavery meetings
throughout the 1830s. Held in venues like the African Church, and the New Bedford
Lyceum, Rodman sat in the audience, with fellow reformers, for a wide array o f
antislavery lectures on topics ranging from African colonization, to the immediate

59 Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford: Benjamin Lindsey, 1839), 30-33,35,
72.
60 Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 9.
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abolition o f slavery.61 Rodman’s diary offers an excellent overview o f the ways
antislavery advocates participated in reform, from passive involvement “at home reading
the Anti-Slavery papers,” to active engagement by attending lectures, and drumming up
support for petitions.62
Black residents undoubtedly took notice when people like Rodman attended
antislavery lectures. They likely noticed too when Rodman and others chose to focus
their efforts on seamen’s reform or temperance. While white contributions to antislavery
efforts undoubtedly aided the cause, the more eclectic, even scattershot approach to
reform taken by white reformers probably contributed to the intensity o f black
abolitionist activity seen at the local level in New Bedford. Directly affected by
mistreatment and unequal conditions experienced by black whalemen at sea and by
inequality at home, black New Bedford residents had every reason to work independently
of white counterparts who focused their attention on many different areas o f reform.
Black New Bedford abolitionists instead worked closely with the minority o f white
reformers who shared their view that ending slavery should be the first step in reforming
society as a whole.
Though always a distinct minority o f the overall population, black New Bedford
residents were numerous enough because o f the jobs available to them in the city to be
heard in local political and social debates. Early on, members o f the New Bedford

61 For examples o f antislavery lectures held in New Bedford during the 1830s, see the following diary
entries - July 7-9, 1832; Jan 22, 1833; Jan 29,1833; July 4, 1834; April 19, 1835; August 7,1836, April 1516,1839, December 29-30,1839; in Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 102, 111-112,127, 143,
164, 191-192,200.
62 Rodman spent the evening o f April 12,1839 catching up “at home reading the Anti-Slavery papers
which I had omitted in course,” in Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 191.
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antislavery community seem to have been fairly active both locally, and at the statewide
level. Susan Taber, a white New Bedford abolitionist, noted in 1838, “Our little A. S.
Society has been very busy lately in preparing materials for a private sale,” adding that
“all the time I could secure from more important duties, has, o f course, been devoted to
this object.” Just as in Nantucket, anti-slavery fairs and bazaars were important
fundraisers for the movement and a way for New Bedford’s abolitionists to organize and
contribute to the wider cause. The fundraisers assisted local efforts, the work o f the
Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, publication of the Liberator, and any number of
other eventualities that required monetary support. In this particular case the labors o f the
society were intended “to send a little donation to the Mass. Society.”63 For Susan Taber,
her motive for involving herself in the antislavery movement went beyond just freeing
the southern slaves:

If Anti-Slavery principles had made no progress toward Emancipation - their
promulgation would still it seems to me, have been o f immense value to society,
for what instrumentality could have been found that would have unveiled as they
have done, the rotten foundations on which so many o f our existing institutions
and practices are based.64
Taber plainly hoped for more than simply the abolition o f slavery. Through the
antislavery debate she, and others, intended to reshape and reform American society.
New Bedford’s abolitionists took a variety o f different approaches toward
achieving their goals. Petitions were another popular method o f protest even for those
who would not have strictly classified themselves as abolitionists. In addition to his work

63 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, Boston, Massachusetts, May 23,
1838, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 10 p. 25, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public
Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
64 S[usan] Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, Weymouth, Massachusetts, March
8, 1841, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2, Vol. 15, p. 30, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public
Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
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in seamen’s reform, Samuel Rodman Jr. engaged in antislavery activity, including
organizing a petition campaign early in the 1830s. Writing in his diary on January 12,
1832, Rodman noted he had spent the better part of the day and much o f the early
evening “in procur’g signatures to the circulars accompanying the mem’o relative to the
District o f Columbia and preparing them to be sent to the distant towns by the stage
tomorrow.” Over the next few days he and several others circulated petitions as far as
Barnstable and Dukes County, as well as in Nantucket, and solicited signatures for the
“Memorial to Congress which had been prepared.” By January 16, they had collected 400
signatures. Apparently satisfied with the degree o f support secured for the petition,
Rodman spent the evening o f February 7, “at home engaged in writing and in preparing
the Memorials to Congress relative to slavery in the District o f Columbia to be
forwarded.”65 Many Americans who did not consider themselves abolitionists were
nevertheless uncomfortable with the presence o f slavery in so prominent and visible a
place as the nation’s capital. The issue o f slavery in Washington, D.C., and the sale o f
slaves that continued to take place within the district, remained a point o f controversy
throughout much o f the antebellum period.66
Discussing the assorted petitions she was involved with, Deborah Weston
mentioned in February 1840, her role in organizing New Bedford’s protest against

65 See diary entries for January 12-14, January 16, and February 7, 1832 in Rodman Jr., The Diary of
Samuel Rodman, 95-%.
The 1832 petition campaign organized in New Bedford was quite extensive. Barnstable County in
Massachusetts encompasses all o f Cape Cod. Dukes County in Massachusetts comprises the island of
Martha's Vineyard, Chappaquiddick Island, and the Elizabeth Islands.
66 Abolition o f the slave trade in the District o f Columbia took place September 20,1850, as part o f the
Compromise o f 1850 - the same legislative package that strengthened the Fugitive Slave Act. For further
discussion o f slavery, and the commercial slave trade in Washington, D.C., see Mayer, All on Fire, 66,74,
110,168,176,217,230, 316,395, 533; see also James Brewer Stewart, Holy Warriors: The Abolitionists
and American Slavery (New York: Hill and Wang, 1996), 82, 98, 100,109,124,184,187.

260

Congress’s passage o f the so-called “Gag Rule” - the prohibition o f debate on slavery in
the United States House o f Representatives.67 There were many incidents during the
sectional crisis that drew the ire o f abolitionists, but few ranked with the gag rule in terms
o f public outcry and invective. Intended to stifle antislavery debate, beginning in 1836,
and running through 1844 a series o f House rules tabled antislavery petitions sent by
abolitionists to Congress.68 Abolitionists who had already sent thousands o f such
petitions now protested the rule that prevented their voices from being heard by
representatives in Washington, D.C. “I am very busy now with the ‘gag’ petition,”
Weston wrote. “There are about 250 names I suppose on the men’s scarcely any one
refusing.”69 Regarding the gag rule as a direct attack on free speech and the American
people’s constitutional right “to petition the Government for a redress o f grievances,”
abolitionists in New Bedford and across the North rallied around the rule as a symbol o f a
growing slave power that threatened to undermine not merely the morality o f the nation,
but the essential freedoms and equality that defined American democracy.70
Events in New Bedford continued to prove, however, that the fight over slavery
was more than simply a theoretical one. There was much more at stake for the fugitive
slaves and free blacks who lived and worked in the whaling port, as well as for those who

67 Deborah Weston, New Bedford, to Anne Warren Weston, Boston, February 29,1840, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2, Vol. 13, No. 31, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library,
Boston, Massachusetts.
68 There are many excellent overviews o f the gag rule and its impact on abolitionism and the sectional
crisis. The following works are particularly useful scholarly studies on the subject; Bruce Levine, Half
Slave and H alf Free: The Roots o f the Civil War (New York: Hill and Wang, 1992), 167-169; Leonard L.
Richards, The Slave Power: The Free North and Southern Domination, 1780-1860 (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 2000), 81-82, 86-87,110-111,132-133,136-140, 146,148,156-157,164,
173-174, 178,207; Stewart, Holy Warriors, 7 5 -9 6 ,105,107.
69 Deborah Weston, New Bedford, to Anne Warren Weston, Boston, February 29,1840, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2, Vol. 13, No. 31, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library,
Boston, Massachusetts.
70 The right “to petition the Government” makes up the last part of the First Amendment in the Bill of
Rights. See United States Constitution, Amendment I (1791).

261

had come to rely on their labor for the whaling industry to function. In 1822, the same
slaveowner’s agent who had thrown Nantucket into chaos as a consequence o f his search
for Arthur and Lucy Cooper had come to New Bedford in search o f one John Randolph.71
Nearly two decades later, a committee o f the New Bedford Young Men’s Anti-Slavery
Society gathered “to investigate the charges brought against Mr. Nathan Johnson.”
Johnson was a prominent black New Bedford resident, businessman, and abolitionist who
stood accused o f aiding and abetting runaway slaves on the Underground Railroad. The
investigators reported:
The Committee here bring their labors to a close. —They have inquired into the
conduct o f Mr. Nathan Johnson, and have come to the conclusion, that in
consenting to, and abiding in, the departure o f Betsy, the former slave o f Patrick
Gibson, and the children, Helen, Jane and Margaret, who have resided in his
family, he cannot be charged with having violated his duty as a faithful guardian
of their rights, or as a member o f this Society.72
New Bedford became an attractive destination for fugitive slaves during the first half of
the nineteenth century.73 The whaling port proved equally attractive to slave catchers as a
result, a reality that residents o f the community sympathetic to the abolitionist cause tried
their best to remedy. The presence o f fugitive slaves and slave catchers in New Bedford
raised the stakes in the debate over slavery. For Johnson, opposition to slavery meant
breaking the law. For those morally opposed to slavery, but unwilling yet to do more, the

71 Kathryn Grover offers an account of the 1822 New Bedford case and Camillus Griffith’s attempt to
render John Randolph and the Cooper family back to slavery in The Fugitive’s Gibraltar: Escaping Slaves
and Abolitionism in New Bedford, Massachusetts (Amherst, MA: University o f Massachusetts Press, 2001),
94-98.
12 “The report of the committee appointed by the Young Men’s Anti-Slavery Society,” New Bedford
Mercury, February 28,1840.
Nathan Johnson, listed as “c.” or “colored” in the 1841 New Bedford city directory is recorded as the
owner o f a “confectionary” at 23 Seventh, and a house at 21 Seventh in the city. See Henry H. Crapo, The
New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Press o f Benjamin Lindsey, 1841), 86.
73 For general discussion o f the presence o f fugitive slaves in New Bedford, and their role in defining
the city during the antebellum period, see Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar, 68, 82-83,118, 152-156, 198200,184-188,213-260, 265-266.
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threat to certain black residents o f the port raised uncomfortable questions about exactly
how far reformers were willing to go to change the society they found so troubling.
A year later, when the Ludlam family o f Richmond, Virginia, arrived in New
Bedford in 1841 to visit ailing relative Captain Joseph Dunbar, the free black community
learned that the Virginians had brought with them a black “servant.”74 The Ludlams,
looking at one point outside the Dunbar house, were “alarmed by finding the street
gradually filling up with a crowd o f colored people.”75 According to one account, Rev.
Thomas James ofN ew Bedford’s African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church was a
member o f the crowd, and was determined to find out exactly whether the servant was a
slave or free woman.76
When James inquired at the house, Mr. Ludlam became agitated and told James
that his servant “had not and should not have any associates among the col’d [colored]
people.” During this altercation, Henry Johnson, deemed “a shrewd colo’d fellow” by a
white writer, slipped around back to the kitchen and encountered the girl “whom he had
known in Va.”77 Soon after, an officer carrying a writ o f habeas corpus arrived on the
scene, and instructed Ludlam “forthwith to carry the body o f the servant before Judge
Wilde, in Boston.”78 Consequently, the interested parties were able to effect the release o f

74 “From the New-Bedford Mercury. Habeas Corpus Case,” The Liberator, July 23,1841; Susan Taber,
New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, (n.p.), July 18, 1841, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 15,
p. 52, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
The wife o f the aggrieved slaveowner in the case was the daughter o f the ailing Captain Joseph
Dunbar.
75 “From the New-Bedford Mercury. Habeas Corpus Case,” The Liberator, July 23, 1841.
76 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, (n.p.), July 18,1841, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 15, p. 52, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts; Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Press o f Benjamin
Lindsey, 1841), 23-24.
77 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, (n.p.), July 18,1841, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 15, p. 52, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
78 “From the New-Bedford Mercury. Habeas Corpus Case,” The Liberator, July 23,1841.
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the girl, Lucy Faggins, “and the next morning she was taken to Boston,” where she was
freed by order o f the court.79 Despite the favorable outcome for New Bedford’s
abolitionists, the altercation at the Dunbar house left an impression on the community.
One newspaper account noted that New Bedford had “been thrown into a paroxysm o f
excitement” by the affair.80 The Liberator reported that “persons present at the house of
Capt. Dunbar, represent the scene to have been one o f the most distressing they ever
witnessed.”81
Not everyone in New Bedford agreed with the actions taken by the city’s white
and black abolitionists in depriving a man o f his “property.” “We have been told that our
conduct was inhuman in the highest degree,” Susan Taber wrote. “Even Samuel Rodman
thinks our measures quite too precipitate.”82 The New Bedford Mercury likewise
disapproved.83 Abolitionists took a decidedly different view o f the slave’s case. In 1836,
the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court had ruled in Commonwealth v. Aves that
slaves brought into the state were free.84 Taber and others likely hoped that the case
against the slaveowner would hold up based on that precedent. “Do you think it probable
that L. - will be so foolish as to persevere in this law suit?,” Taber asked incredulously,

79 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, (n.p.), July 18,1841, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 15, p. 52, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
For reference to Judge Wilde’s decision to free Lucy Faggins, see “Case o f Lucy Faggins,” The
Liberator, July 16, 1841.
80 “Excitement,” Virginia Free Press, July 22, 1841.
81 “From the New-Bedford Mercury. Habeas Corpus Case,” The Liberator, July 23,1841.
82 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Western, (n.p.), July 18,1841, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 15, p. 52, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
83 “From the New-Bedford Mercury. Habeas Corpus Case,” The Liberator, July 23, 1841.
84 For a detailed discussion o f Commonwealth v. Aves (1836), see Paul Finkelman, An Imperfect
Union: Slavery, Federalism, and Comity (Union, NJ: The Lawbook Exchange, Ltd., 2000), 103-125.
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“His property! I suspect he will find some difference between our laws and those of
Virginia in respect to what he is pleased to call his property.” 85
Fugitive slaves saw New Bedford as a safe haven from slavery, even though slave
catchers had demonstrated their willingness to come to the whaling port to recover
runaway slaves and bring them back to the South. An account from 1845 offers evidence
o f how New Bedford continued to be a destination o f last resort for fugitive slaves well
into the antebellum period:
Our attention was called to an old and decrepit coloured man, by a very touching
sketch concerning him which appeared in the columns o f the Evening Bulletin.
We soon after reading this sketch encountered the old man in one o f our streets,
and learned from him that he was a poor old worn out slave from Virginia, who
had been in the service o f several masters for over 70 years.
Daniel Ricketson, a whaling merchant and secretary o f the New Bedford Benevolent
Society, learned from the man that he had recently been sold “for $5.00 to the Master o f a
small vessel bound to Providence R.I.” The fugitive slave, identified as David or Daniel
Ball, used an opportunity upon arrival in port to escape to New Bedford. “We found him
very poor [and] destitute o f every comfort, sleeping on the counter of a poor clothes
dresser in the basement o f a small house on 1st street - and picking up what little he could
by sawing wood,” Ricketson noted in the annual report. The Benevolent Society provided
him with a straw bed, blankets, “and a small quantity o f provisions,” generosity at which
the man “appeared astonished.” The man remained in New Bedford, and could be seen
walking the streets “with a saw horse strapped to his back, and a staff in his hand,

85 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, (n.p.), July 18,1841, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 15, p. 52, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
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limping along humbly touching his hat to almost every one he meets.”86 The New
Bedford Benevolent Society’s focus on the “alleviation o f human suffering,” and “relief
o f the poor,” thus dovetailed with the concerns o f the wider reform and antislavery
movements in the port.87
With slavery continuing to loom as the key moral question o f the day, the city’s
abolitionist society by most accounts enjoyed early, if temporary, momentum in building
support for the antislavery movement. “Our society is slowly increasing in numbers,” one
Quaker resident wrote to a friend in 1837; “several have joined it since thou left, some of
whom will I think be important additions.”88 Notwithstanding early progress, organized
antislavery activity ran into opposition in New Bedford. Susan Taber noted that members
of the anti-slavery society “have found causes o f discontent or discouragement,” so much
so “that our originally small number is, virtually, very much thinned out.” 89 After
attending one antislavery lecture in late December 1839, Samuel Rodman Jr. offered his
impression o f the spectators, writing that “the audience was not very large. The coldness
o f the ev’g may have been the cause as the abolition zeal o f our community is not warm
enough to resist a low point in the scale o f Farenheit [s/c].” The lecture by George
Bradburn had taken place at New Bedford’s Universalist Church, “and was about half

86 “Sixth Annual Report o f the Executive Board o f the New Bedford Benevolent Society Nov. 30lh
1845,” New Bedford Benevolent Society Records, 1829-1893, Ms. N-574, Folder, New Bedford
Benevolent Society Annual Reports, 1843,1845, Clippings, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston,
Massachusetts.
87 New Bedford Benevolent Society Charter, January 21, 1840, New Bedford Benevolent Society
Records, Ms 77 S-g 1, Series F, Sub-series 16, New Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New
Bedford, Massachusetts.
88 [no name], New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, Boston, Massachusetts, December 31,
1837, Western Papers, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
89 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, Boston, Massachusetts, May 23,
1838, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 10 p. 25, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public
Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
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filled.” Rodman added that “a considerable portion o f the audience were colored
people.”90
Despite opposition and lack of commitment on the part o f some members of the
community, many o f New Bedford’s abolitionists appear to have been undeterred. “I
have never had the shadow of a doubt relative to the truth o f our cause,” Taber wrote,
“however little sympathy and cooperation it may receive from other minds.”91 Writing to
Deborah Weston in 1841, Taber informed her o f “all that his excellency the Public says
of us vile abolitionists,” adding that “we have had to encounter much reproach and
obloquy.”92 Anti-abolitionist sentiment in New Bedford would remain strong throughout
the rest o f the antebellum period. Never entirely unified in their level o f commitment to
reform, New Bedford’s community o f white and black reformers reflected a diverse array
o f interests, and o f reasons for involvement in social causes.
New Bedford’s abolitionists took steps, early in January 1841, toward ensuring
gender equality within their ranks. “We have been talking o f joining the two A. S.
societies,” William C. Coffin wrote to Deborah Weston, “or rather of dissolving both and
forming a new one to be composed o f both men and women. What think you o f this
prospect?”93 By all indications, many viewed the proposition favorably. Later that winter,
New Bedford’s women’s antislavery society dissolved at its annual meeting, and the New

90 Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 200.
91 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, Boston, Massachusetts, May 23,
1838, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 10 p. 25, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public
Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
92 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, (n.p.), July 18,1841, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 15, p. 52, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
93 W. C. C., New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, Boston, Massachusetts, January 1,
1841, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2, Vol. 15, p. 5, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public
Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
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Bedford Young Men’s Anti-Slavery Society altered its name, and its policy, declaring
itself open to “all classes and both men and women.” Although Susan Taber had been
unwilling to participate in the meeting that dissolved the women’s anti-slavery society,
she persuaded herself “that it was the best thing we could do.”94
By early spring the now unified “New-Bedford Anti-Slavery Society” was
holding events 95 In April 1841, Charles W. Morgan recorded his attendance at “an
antislavery meeting” where he “heard W Garrison deliver a long & able lecture.” 96
Morgan paid particular attention to the audience, remarking that “the coloured & white
people [were] seated promiscuously.”97 It was not surprising to see blacks and whites
sitting side by side for a lecture by William Lloyd Garrison, but the scene was worth
remarking on in the larger context o f New Bedford; despite the unique opportunities for
advancement available to black residents in the whaling industry, the town was still
essentially segregated.
New Bedford played host to the annual meeting o f the Bristol County AntiSlavery Society in August 1841, attracting as speakers William Lloyd Garrison, John A.
Collins, Edmund Quincy, “and other distinguished advocates o f the cause.” Secretary of
the society William C. Coffin made it known that “an invitation is given to all, whether
for us or against us,” and that “the meeting cannot fail to be one o f great interest to every

94 Susan Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, Boston, Massachusetts, March 8,
1841, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2, Vol. 15, no. 30, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public
Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
95 The 1841 New Bedford city directory listed the “New-Bedford Anti-Slavery Society,” but continued
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organization. See Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Press o f Benjamin
Lindsey, 1841), 32-33.
96 Charles W. Morgan, Diary o f Charles W. Morgan, April 25,1841, Collection 27 - Charles W.
Morgan Collection, Volume 2, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
97 Charles W. Morgan, Diary o f Charles W. Morgan, April 25,1841, Collection 27 - Charles W.
Morgan Collection, Volume 2, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut
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true friend o f liberty and equal rights.”98Abolitionist meetings like this August 1841,
gathering in New Bedford, and the one held in Nantucket later that same month, were
unlikely to win many new converts to the cause.99 A public discussion about slavery and
equality may largely have fallen on deaf ears outside abolitionist circles. Yet to the free
blacks and other people o f color living and working on the waterfront, such activity
undoubtedly served as a sign that their concerns over the continuation o f slavery were not
theirs alone.
Around the same time as the New Bedford abolitionist meeting, Coffin had heard
Frederick Douglass speak “in the colored people's meeting at New Bedford,” and urged
him to contribute as a speaker while attending the anti-slavery convention being held in
Nantucket later in the month o f August. Douglass remembered later that taking on the
role of a public advocate for the slave “was a severe cross, and I took it up reluctantly.” In
his first autobiography Douglass explained his unease with expressing his views on
slavery outside New Bedford’s free black community:
The truth was, I felt myself a slave, and the idea o f speaking to white people
weighed me down. I spoke but a few moments, when I felt a degree o f freedom,
and said what I desired with considerable ease. From that time until now, I have
been engaged in pleading the cause o f my brethren—with what success, and with
what devotion, I leave those acquainted with my labors to decide.100
Finding himself in New Bedford among friends following his escape from slavery, first
among fellow fugitive slaves and free blacks and later alongside white abolitionists,
Douglass launched a career as a reformer that had a profound influence in shaping the

98 “Bristol County Anti-Slavery Society,” New Bedford Mercury, August 6,1841.
99 For discussion o f the role o f New Bedford’s Liberty Hall in the local abolitionist movement, and the
use o f the hall’s bell in warning fugitive slaves in the community o f the presence o f slave catchers, see
Grover, The Fugitive’s Gibraltar, 1,223,231-232, 262-263.
100 Frederick Douglass, Narrative o f the Life o f Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. Written by
Himself (Boston: Published at the Anti-Slavery Office, No. 25 Comhill, 1845), 117.
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narrative o f abolitionism and what it meant to be a citizen in the American Republic.
Living and working in a whaling community that at the very least tolerated diversity and
open discussion o f difficult social questions helped Douglass become a principal voice in
the abolitionist debate.
Although Douglass moved on from New Bedford, his experiences along the
waterfront and in the community greatly influenced his work as an abolitionist. Years
later when he asked an audience o f fellow abolitionists “What, to the American slave, is
your 4th of July?” Douglass moved beyond his attack on slavery to address the question
o f true social equality for all Americans regardless o f race. As part o f his call to
acknowledge the equality o f black Americans Douglass pointed to their many
contributions to American society, including one profession familiar to his many
acquaintances living and working in New Bedford and Nantucket:
Must I undertake to prove that the slave is a man? That point is conceded already.
Nobody doubts it. The slaveholders themselves acknowledge it in the enactment
o f laws for their government.. .For the present, it is enough to affirm the equal
manhood o f the Negro race. Is it not astonishing that, while we are ploughing,
planting, and reaping, using all kinds o f mechanical tools, erecting houses,
constructing bridges, building ships, working in metals o f brass, iron, copper,
silver and gold; that, while we are reading, writing and ciphering, acting as clerks,
merchants and secretaries, having among us lawyers, doctors, ministers, poets,
authors, editors, orators and teachers; that, while we are engaged in all manner o f
enterprises common to other men, digging gold in California, capturing the whale
in the Pacific, feeding sheep and cattle on the hill-side, living, moving, acting,
thinking, planning, living in families as husbands, wives and children, and, above
all, confessing and worshipping the Christian's God, and looking hopefully for life
and immortality beyond the grave, we are called upon to prove that we are
men!101

101 Frederick Douglass, “The Meaning of July Fourth for the Negro,” speech at Corinthian Hall,
Rochester, New York, July 5, 1852, in Frederick Douglass, Frederick Douglass: Selected Speeches and
Writings, ed. Philip S. Foner, abr. Yuval Taylor (Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books, 1999), 195-196.

Along with the many other skilled professions that Douglass pointed to in proclaiming
the centrality o f African Americans to the American experience, “capturing the whale in
the Pacific” ranked with the grander contributions o f people o f color to the American
economy and national productivity in the 1800s.
African Americans were already participating in many of the key areas of
employment vital to the future growth o f the country. Nowhere was this more apparent
than in whaling, an industry that had defined the colonial economy in America and
continued to generate tremendous wealth in the 1800s. Behind just about every
spermaceti candle and whale oil lamp that lighted the parlors o f American homes, North
and South, during the nineteenth century was an integrated whaling crew. Douglass knew
this, having worked on the docks o f New Bedford, and used the fact to drive home his
message o f race equality.
Abolitionist meetings and reform activity continued in New Bedford through the
1840s and 1850s. The Bristol County Anti-Slavery Society met again in New Bedford in
early August 1842, in the days prior to the fateful convention in Nantucket.102 “The great
topic under consideration was the pro-slavery position o f the American church and
clergy,” according to the Liberator, “and it excited not only a highly animated discussion
in the meeting, but a most tremendous sensation out o f it.” 103 Samuel Rodman Jr.
attended or witnessed several of the sessions, but took particular note on August 9, o f
Charles Lenox Remond, “ a col’d m an...of real power and eloquence,” and Stephen S.
Foster, who in response to a defense o f the Christian church, “rejoined in the most radical

102 For reference to the 1842 antislavery convention in Nantucket, Massachusetts, see Chapter 4, pages
177-189.
103 “Disgraceful Scenes in New-Bedford and Nantucket,” The Liberator, August 19,1842.
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style denouncing the ministers o f New Bedford in no measured terms.” 104 Later that same
evening, Rodman wrote in his diary how tensions had flared outside the convention:
At nine went to the Town Hall to see the state of things. Found the house
thronged towards the door with a disorderly rabble who by their shouts and
disturbance quite drowned the voices o f the speakers. A scene o f shuffling and
pushing soon ensued and finally a melee in which many blows appeared to be
given in the riotous crowd when the audience who went to hear, particularly the
females, began to withdraw and all got out without much difficulty and no injury
was sustained I think by the Abolitionists unless it was one col’d man who was
brutally attacked in making his way to the door and rec’d and gave some hard
blows.105
One news report noted that “an abolition meeting in New-Bedford was disturbed...and
finally broken up by a crowd o f men and boys.” 106 The Liberator reported that a mob had
“rallied to the support o f the church and clergy aforesaid, and by their shoutings and
hideous noises rendered it almost impossible for any o f the speakers to be heard,” but that
no damage was done to the building or anyone harmed.107 Rodman wrote that only “a cry
o f fire” raised around ten o’clock in the evening drove the crowd away from the Town
Hall toward “a slight illumination,” which turned out to be “over the water and very
remote in its cause, if not altogether an atmospheric phenomenon.” Rodman returned
home, “and from the observatory listened to the clamor which continued for some time
but about eleven entirely died away and I retired to bed, not without apprehension of
disturbance before morning.”108

104 See diary entry for August 9,1842, Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 237.
105 See diary entry for August 9,1842, Rodman Jr., The Diary of Samuel Rodman, 238.
106 “An abolition meeting,” Boston Courier, August 15,1842.
107 “Disgraceful Scenes in New-Bedford and Nantucket,” The Liberator, August 19, 1842. Rodman’s
August 10,1842 diary entry corroborates the Liberator's account: “I do not learn that any very serious
injury occurred last night N[oah] Fearing has a black eye and that is all the particular injury that I have
heard of. Who the col’d man was whom I saw struck and raise a stick to defend himself or retaliate I have
not been able to learn though I have made several inquiries.” Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman,
238.
108 See diary entry for August 9,1842, Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 238.
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Writing again several days later, Rodman indicated that the situation had calmed
in New Bedford, probably since many o f the abolitionist speakers had moved on to
Nantucket. Charles Lenox Remond had stayed behind, however, and Rodman attended
his lecture on August 13, at the New Bedford Town Hall. Rodman observed that “the
meeting was well attended and he was heard with marked respect, as he well deserved to
be for the interest o f his thrilling subject and the ability and eloquence with which it was
treated.” A reformer himself, Rodman reflected on the meaning o f Remond’s words on
the subject o f slavery, asking “When will the American people open their eyes to the
monstrous sin and horrible inconsistency which they cherish and exhibit to the
unprejudiced view o f reason and conscience?” He had brought his son Francis Rodman
along for the lecture, and added, “I sh’d have been glad if all o f our population could
have heard the address.” 109
Later in the fall o f 1842, William Coffin remarked to fellow abolitionist Maria
Weston Chapman in Boston that “friends o f the cause here are busily at work for the fair.
Some hands are at work for the first time.” Coffin credited the Bristol County AntiSlavery meetings that had taken place in New Bedford in August. “A mighty work was
done by those meetings,” he continued. “Our town was never so thoroughly upheaved as
at that time and we are beginning to see the good effects o f it.” 110 The events in New
Bedford appear to have been far less disruptive than what took place immediately
afterward in Nantucket. Nevertheless the upheaval in New Bedford, as in Nantucket,
while advancing some o f the goals o f the antislavery movement, also highlighted how

109 See diary entry for August 13,1842, Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 238.
1,0 William C. Coffin, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Maria Weston Chapman, Boston,
Massachusetts, October 23,1842, Weston Papers, Ms. A.4.6A Vol. 1, No. 26, Rare Books and Manuscripts
Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
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controversial antislavery activity could be even in whaling ports that supported racially
diverse communities.
Alongside abolitionist meetings, public lectures, and subscriptions to the
Liberator, New Bedford’s abolitionists engaged in other personal acts o f protest. In a
letter between William C. Taber o f New Bedford, and Anne Warren Weston of
Weymouth, Massachusetts, Taber noted how one approach had gained in popularity in
New Bedford:
The particular phase o f the Anti-Slavery cause that is receiving more than any
other the attention o f the members o f our Society at the present time is the duty o f
abstinence from the use o f the products o f unrequited labor. Quite a large number
o f Friends have become much interested in this subject and free sugar etc. may
now be obtained in many o f our.. .towns thro’ the instrumentality o f associations
o f Friends in New York [and] Phila. and those connected with them in New
England [and] elsewhere. This will no doubt appear to some as an unimportant
view o f a momentous subject but as it serves to keep it almost daily before us and
to bring up the question in our social meetings and thereby afford an opportunity
to express an interest in the cause o f suffering humanity that might not otherwise
occur I have felt satisfied that it will not be without its usefulness.111
One advertisement submitted to a Nantucket newspaper entreated the reader to “come
and see H.C. Worth’s stock o f goods at No. 75 Main St.,” with a special invitation “to
Abolitionists, 1000 LBs. VERMONT Maple Sugar, just received on consignment, for
sale.”112 Newspapers ran advertisements for free-labor sugar, substituting maple sugar
from New England for cane sugar o f suspect origin.113 Objects associated with free-labor
ideology, such antislavery sugar bowls, were commonly seen by the mid-1800s. A

111 William C. Taber, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Anne Warren Weston, Weymouth,
Massachusetts, October 24,1848, Weston Papers, Ms. A.4.6A Vol. 3, No. 34, Rare Books and Manuscripts
Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
1,2 Nantucket Warder, January 10, 1846.
113 Numerous references to free-labor sugar can be found in antislavery newspapers. For examples see,
“Free Sugar and Molasses,” The Liberator, March 31, 1832; “The Petition of the Sugar-Making Slaves—
Humbly Addressed to the Consumers o f Sugar,” The Liberator, December 14,1833; “Anti-Slavery Sugar,”
The Liberator, July 6, 1838; “Free Sugar,” The Liberator, September 13,1839; “Maple-Sugar,” The
Liberator, March 13, 1840; “Havana Sugar,” The Liberator, July 16, 1841.
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popular slogan o f the abstinence campaign that could often be found inscribed on freelabor sugar bowls, declared the contents o f the bowl to be “East India Sugar not made By
Slaves. By Six families using East India, instead o f West India Sugar, one Slave less is
required.” 114
Notwithstanding their best efforts, the incremental nature of any progress that
might be made on the twin issues o f slavery and equality both locally and nationally
began to tax the patience o f some o f New Bedford’s abolitionists. In writing to one o f the
Weston sisters that the 1848 New Bedford antislavery convention held at Liberty Hall
“was an excellent one, both as to numbers and interest,” abolitionist Samuel May Jr. o f
Boston at the same time took note o f the departure o f one o f New Bedford’s staunchest
abolitionists:
Good John Bailey was there, packing up his household effects [and] sending them
off to Lynn, to which town he removes, as N. Bedford seeks to starve [and] freeze
his anti slavery fidelity out of him. He seemed very heavy-hearted at leaving N.
B.; his daughters keep up their spirits nobly. They remain in N. B. to keep
school.115
A late-nineteenth-century family history suggests that John Bailey was undone in the
whaling port as a result o f his involvement in politically organizing the black community,
telling them “to vote for men who would do justice to their race.” George Howland, one

114 One such example can be found in the Colonial Williamsburg museum collection. See Sugar Bowl,
England, 1825-1830, Acc. #1998-37, Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, Williamsburg, Virginia.
115 Samuel May, Jr., Boston, Massachusetts, to Miss Weston, October 17,1848, Ms. A.9.2 Vol 24, p.
40, Weston Papers, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
Along with being listed in the 1841 New Bedford city directory as the president o f the New Bedford
Anti-Slavery Society, John Bailey appears in the directory as a “watch and chronometer maker” with a
storefront at 23 Purchase. See Henry H Crapo, The New Bedford Directory (New Bedford, MA: Press of
Benjamin Lindsey, 1841), 32,44. Such a highly-skilled trade would have been in great demand in a
whaling and maritime community like New Bedford, where chronometers would have been used aboard
ship in navigation and determining longitude. In moving to Lynn, Massachusetts, Bailey likely hoped that
proximity to the major ports o f Boston, Salem, and Gloucester would ensure that he could continue to build
and calibrate chronometers to earn a living.
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o f New Bedford’s wealthiest ship owners, and a Democrat, warned Bailey that New
Bedford’s Whig Party planned to retaliate against Bailey’s clock and chronometer
business if he did not encourage New Bedford’s black voters to vote the Whig ticket.
“George,” Bailey is said to have responded, “as long as fish live in the sea and clams live
in the sand, I'll not sell my principles.” A week later according to the account, “every
chronometer was taken from his store and given to a man whom the Whigs had hired to
come to New Bedford and take the [repair] work, and John Bailey’s business was
ruined.”116 Many had hoped to achieve more toward the goal o f abolishing slavery by
mid-century. For one man at least, the lack o f progress in reforming society, along with
personal and professional attacks that threatened his ability to make a living, proved to be
too much o f a burden to remain in New Bedford.117
The city continued to have its share o f the sort of race inequality that had
influenced life in other maritime communities like Nantucket with sizeable African
American populations. Transportation proved to be one area of conflict. Abolitionists and
reformers took issue with the New Bedford and Taunton Rail Road in the early1840s
over its treatment o f nonwhite passengers. Working with fellow New Bedford reformer
Samuel Rodman, Jr., Nantucket abolitionist Nathaniel Barney attempted to muster
support for a campaign against the unequal treatment o f people o f color in the railway
cars.

116 Hollis R. Bailey, The Bailey Genealogy: James, John, and Thomas, and their Descendants
(Somerville, MA: Citizen Co., 1899. Reprint, Decorah, IA: Anundsen, 1984), 351.
117 Kathryn Grover has argued that the phenomenon o f personal and professional retaliation in New
Bedford against abolitionists was fairly widespread. One Unitarian minister writing in 1847 remarked that
even the typical anti-slavery proponent took “special pains to say that he is not an abolitionist. Men avoid
the name as they would a pestilence.” See Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar, 282-284.
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Their attempt to publish an open letter to the directors o f the railroad met with
opposition. The letter “was printed (copied) into the Liberator from a N.B. paper,” but
only after Samuel Rodman Jr. “had engaged, 1st the Mercury (Lindsey), he afterwards
refusing, then the Democratic paper pursuing the same course, S. was obliged to resort to
an obscure [and] unpopular paper for its insertion.” Years later Barney recalled in a letter
to William Lloyd Garrison that “the positions I assumed were, 1st a remonstrance against
their ejectment o f the respectable colored man from the cars. 2nd that I would not receive
any dividend from the road. 3rd that I could not sell my stock while this proscription
continued.” After a year or two had gone by, the railroad responded favorably to
Barney’s “remonstrance” ; he then promptly passed along to Garrison “an order for the
little Dividends wh. had occurred in the interim,” presumably to aid the publication o f the
Liberator and to advance the abolitionist cause.118
There appear to have been more than one situation involving the New Bedford
and Taunton Railroad between 1841 and 1842 that would have given Rodman and
Barney reason to call the practices o f the company into question.119 One case involved a
man named Dr. Jennings, “a highly respectable, well educated colored gentleman o f
Boston, returning from New-Bedford” on the New Bedford and Taunton in October
1841, with white companions. The passengers made it as far as Norton, Massachusetts,

1,8 Nathaniel Barney, Yonkers, New York, to William Lloyd Garrison, December 21,1866, Ms. A. 1.2
Vol. 34, p. 151, William Lloyd Garrison Collection, 1805-1879, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department,
Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
119 On August 9, 1841, Samuel Rodman Jr. wrote a diary entry outlining a number of different areas o f
concern over segregation in New Bedford - “After a hasty supper went to the ev’g session o f the Bristol
County Anti-Slavery Society, having been prevented by my engagements from attending at the previous
sessions. This was well attended and there were a number o f speakers including W. L. Garrison, Edmund
Quincy, John A. Collins, George Bradbum, and several col’d individuals o f our town principally in relation
to the exclusion of col’d people from R R cars, cabins o f steamboats, boxiy pews o f churches, &c, having
particular reference to the recent expulsion o f David Ruggles from the car appropriated to white people and
to the decision o f Justice Henry H. Crapo in the case.” See Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 224.
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before “the conductor came in and ordered Dr. Jennings into the ‘jim crow’ car, at the
same time seized him by the collar, and violently began to drag him out.” Writing to the
New England Christian Advocate, the author o f the article, H. Cummings concluded,
“Colored men’s rights are not only annihilated in the South, but are violently wrested
from them in the North.”120
The second case, in September 1842, involved Richard Johnson, a prominent
black New Bedford resident, and his daughter.121 The pair intended to board the “long
car” o f the train at the depot, only to have the steps taken away and to be told “to go into
the other, [the conductor] pointing to the ‘Jim Crow car.’” Johnson argued his case on the
grounds that “he had purchased his tickets, paid the same fare, and had the same right that
other travelers had to select a seat to suit himself, and would not submit to be proscribed
on account o f color.” Ultimately Johnson, his daughter, “and a large number o f colored
persons who loved equal rights” arranged “a private conveyance” to reach their
destination, unwilling to submit to the attack on their personal liberty. Outraged, one
person wrote o f the affair “Free country indeed, where a person is thrust here and there,
and every where, merely on account o f color!” 122 Seemingly far removed from the reach
of slavery, free people of color were often confronted with similar reminders o f race
inequality. With the aid of white allies in the community, black citizens pushed back
against the proscriptions that sought to limit black access to full citizenship.

120 “Another Disgraceful Rail Road Outrage,” The Liberator, November 12,1841.
121 It is probable based on the information included in the article that the writer was referring to
Richard Johnson, the man discussed in Chapter 4, who was a prominent African American merchant and
one-time managing partner o f the all-black crewed whaleship Rising States. According to the 1820 United
States federal census, Johnson’s household included at the time, his wife, two sons, and one female “free
colored person” between the ages o f 14 and 25 —presumably his daughter.
122 Henry Hurd, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to William Lloyd Garrison, September 26, 1842,
published in “New-Bedford and Taunton Rail-Road,” The Liberator, October 7, 1842.
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Founded as a lecture association in 1828, to foster scholarly discussion in the
community, the New Bedford Lyceum eventually became the center o f a communitywide debate over racial equality.123 One local person described what happened after
people o f color were denied membership in the Lyceum sometime in the mid-1840s:
This course o f the Lyceum excited, as it ought to have done, the indignant
condemnation o f the New Bedford abolitionists. They determined to do what they
could to rectify the wrong done to the coloured people. They withdrew the same
time o f their presence [and] pecuniary support from this cruel [and] inhumane
body, [and] formed a new association, the literary advantages o f which are open
to persons o f colour as well as to whites.
Attacking the racism and prejudice inherent in “the perpetuated presence o f a ‘negro
pew,’” in a place dedicated to the literary arts and learning, the writer remarked that “it is
the work o f abolitionists to arouse [and] enlighten” individuals who have been “deadened
[and] darkened by wrongdoing, till they are unable to discern good from evil or to
distinguish the line o f conduct that is in harmony with freedom from that which accords
with slavery.” 124 Blacks’ access to lectures held at the Lyceum long having been
restricted, the move now to bar black residents completely, both from membership and
attendance at Lyceum events, angered New Bedford’s reformers.

123 For general discussion o f the New Bedford Lyceum, and its founding, see Daniel Ricketson, The
History o f New Bedford, Bristol County, Massachusetts (New Bedford, MA: published by the author,
1858), 323-325; for further discussion of the Lyceum controversy, see Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar,
176-180.
124 “An Incident o f Anti-Slavery Reform,” Signed by W.W.C. or M. W.C., no date, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 16,
No. 45, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
Nantucket experienced its own problems with integration in the 1840s, but appears to have avoided a
similar controversy in its own version o f the New Bedford Lyceum, the Nantucket Atheneum. In letters
written in 1845 to Samuel H. Jenks, Theodore Parker announced “I shall be glad to come [and] lecture as
you propose - either once or twice,” with Ralph Waldo Emerson sending regrets “concerning the
Athenaeum” but adding “It would give me pleasure to go to Nantucket, but I shall not be at liberty.. .until
February.” See Theodore Parker, West Roxbury, Massachusetts, to Samuel H. Jenks, Nantucket,
Massachusetts, October 10, 1845, Samuel Haynes Jenks (1789-1863), Manuscript Collection, Box 2,
Folder 8, Letters in 1824-1849, Nantucket Atheneum, Nantucket, Massachusetts; see also Ralph Waldo
Emerson, Concord, Massachusetts, to Samuel H. Jenks, Nantucket, Massachusetts, October 14,1845,
Samuel Haynes Jenks (1789-1863), Manuscript Collection, Box 2, Folder 8, Letters in 1824-1849,
Nantucket Atheneum, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

279

It did not take long for the decision to exclude New Bedford’s black population
from membership to affect the organization adversely. Internal and external pressures
mounted against the organization. Transcendentalist and widely celebrated lecturer Ralph
Waldo Emerson was a major figure on the nineteenth-century New England lecture
circuit, appearing before many groups like the New Bedford Lyceum and Nantucket
Atheneum. When notified “o f the expulsion o f the coloured people from their...privileges
of being received as members” at the New Bedford Lyceum, Emerson made it known “if
this statement were true he could not lecture before this body.” 125
Lecturers were not the only individuals who turned away from the Lyceum on the
basis o f the decision to exclude black members. Lyceum treasurer George A. Bourne
appears to have had to deal with subscribers who no longer wished to support the
organization. In a letter to New Bedford abolitionist Caroline Weston, Bourne noted
having received a letter from Weston “enclosing three Lyceum Tickets, together with
Three dollars.” Bourne attempted to conciliate Weston, but apparently to no avail:
I very much regret that you have felt it to be your duty to pursue this course, [and]
hope that on further reflection, it may seem to you best, to reconsider it, I shall
hold the tickets.. .With very much respect for the motive which prompts you to
this action, I have the honor to be your obd. Servt George A. Bourne, Treas.
Lyceum.126
Although it is unclear exactly why Weston sent the money with the tickets, the
correspondence clearly indicates she had no intention o f maintaining further connection

125 Mrs. M. M. Brooks, Concord, Massachusetts, to Caroline Weston, New Bedford, Massachusetts,
November 19, 1845, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 21, p. 109, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department,
Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
For an overview o f Ralph Waldo Emerson’s connection to the Lyceum segregation debate and refusal
to lecture before the association, see Len Gougeon, “Emerson and the New Bedford Affair,” Studies in the
American Renaissance, (1981), 257-264.
126 George A. Bourne, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Caroline Weston, New Bedford,
Massachusetts, November 19,1845, Weston Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 21, p. 110, Rare Books and
Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
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with the Lyceum. Many o f New Bedford’s antislavery advocates shared that view and
withdrew their support.
Shortly after the Lyceum controversy, a rival organization called the New
Bedford Lecture Association formed.127 White abolitionist Joseph Ricketson, Jr., who
with his brother Daniel Ricketson operated a New Bedford candle house and whale oil
factory, became the secretary of the Lecture Association.128 Joseph Ricketson attempted
to line up lecturers, and to reassure potential speakers - including William Lloyd
Garrison - that their organization stood well apart from the views held by the leaders and
remaining members o f the New Bedford Lyceum.
Writing in early January 1847, to Garrison, who was scheduled for a February 15
evening lecture for the Association, Ricketson asked Garrison “to send me the name of
the subject o f your Lecture,” adding details that underscored the Lecture Association’s,
and New Bedford’s, continued commitment to antislavery and reform principles during
the late 1840s:
We leave it entirely to your option to choose any subject that best suits yourself,
not doubting but any you give will be perfectly satisfactory - Our lectures have
not been what would be called exactly Anti Slavery Lectures but I can assure you
that they have been pretty well ‘spiced’ with Anti Slavery sentiments, as well as
sentiments pertaining to Peace [and] the Abolition o f Capital Punishment [and]
other Moral Reforms and our audience which amounts now to eight hundred have
received them with much satisfaction.
Undoubtedly fearful that Garrison might pull out of the speaking engagement, Ricketson
drew Garrison’s attention to an impressive list o f past and future lecturers before the
organization that included Ralph Waldo Emerson, Theodore Parker, Charles Sumner,

127 See Grover, The Fugitive's Gibraltar, 179-180.
128 References to Joseph Ricketson, Jr., Daniel Ricketson, and the candle house and oil factory they
owned can be found in the New Bedford city directory. See Henry H. Crapo, The New Bedford Directory
(New Bedford, MA: Press o f Benjamin Lindsey, 1841), 27, 107.
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Wendell Phillips, Edmund Quincy, Charles Francis Adams, William Henry Charming,
and Horace Mann.129 All told, the list included some o f the greatest names in
abolitionism, the free soil movement, transcendentalism, and moral and educational
reform.
Ricketson offered $20 compensation for the lecture and a room in his own home,
though he noted, “some o f our mutual Good Friends say they have a better claim on you,
and as I am somewhat o f a Peace Man I cannot quarrel with them.” Toward the end o f the
letter, Ricketson turned to a matter of personal business, informing Garrison, “I have
enclosed the sum o f two Dollars at the request of my brother in Law Daniel Thornton,”
and asked the abolitionist editor “to put his name down among the subscribers for the
Liberator commencing this week.130
Highlighting the divisions that existed in New Bedford over racial equality, the
Lyceum controversy once again showed that there were white abolitionists who were
willing to stake their reputations on the cause. Joseph Ricketson Jr.’s brother Daniel, for
example, did more than passively accept a subscription to Garrison’s paper, taking an
active role in helping to organize local antislavery events. Daniel informed William
Lloyd Garrison in 1852, “We are expecting to have a Fair in New Bedford (City Hall)
under the auspices of the Westons o f Weymouth to open on Monday next [and] continue
most o f the week.” Daniel Ricketson asked Garrison to speak at the event, along with
Wendell Phillips, on the grounds that they always made “deep impressions in New

129 Joseph Ricketson, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to William Lloyd Garrison, Boston,
Massachusetts, January 4, 1847, Ms. A.1.2, Vol. 17, p. 3, William Lloyd Garrison Collection, 1805-1879,
Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
130 Joseph Ricketson, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to William Lloyd Garrison, Boston,
Massachusetts, January 4, 1847, Ms. A.1.2, Vol. 17, p. 3, William Lloyd Garrison Collection, 1805-1879,
Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
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Bedford,” adding “there has never been a time when more good could be done for the
cause than the present.” 131
When Daniel Ricketson wrote to William Lloyd Garrison in 1853, to have
material published in the Liberator, he added what can only be regarded as an apology
for not speaking out sooner in defense o f the slave:
I regret exceedingly that ill health prevented my being present at the Annual
Meeting. The Anti Slavery cause is the all absorbing [and] ever abiding interest of
my heart - no day passes without my faithful testimony for the slave [and] his
friends...I also have the consolation that I never intentionally opposed the anti
Slavery movement - what I did and that was but little [and] only once I think, was
to defend the clergy whom I then thought to be much better men than I have since
found them to be.132
By the late 1850s, the battle lines over slavery were becoming ever more sharply defined,
in New Bedford, and across the rest o f the United States. During the Civil War, Joseph
Ricketson noted, “my Brother Daniel has turned Quaker preacher - he has spoken twice
in meeting or rather he has Read two written sermons several weeks since he told me he
was disgusted with the indifference with which Quakers looked upon the war [and]
slavery.” Daniel took his mission so far as to argue that other members o f the Society of
Friends “were so guilty o f the sin o f omission, in not being outspoken in the subject.”133
With abolitionism generally unpopular among nineteenth-century Americans, it is
noteworthy that so many well-connected white residents o f New Bedford were active in
the movement, including many with direct ties to the whaling industry at the center o f the

131 Daniel Ricketson, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to William Lloyd Garrison, Boston,
Massachusetts, October 1, 1852, Ms. A.1.2, Vol. 21, p. 106, William Lloyd Garrison Collection, 18051879, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
132 Daniel Ricketson, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to William Lloyd Garrison, Boston, Massachusetts,
February 4, 1853, Ms. A.1.2, Vol. 22, p. 21, William Lloyd Garrison Collection, 1805-1879, Rare Books
and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
133 ALS Letter Fragment, Joseph Ricketson, New Bedford, Massachusetts, ca. 1862, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 31,
p. 4, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
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town’s economy. The unique circumstances o f life in a port that welcomed, rather than
spumed, black labor, undoubtedly played a role. Reformers, white and black, established
the whaling port not only as a safe haven for fugitive slaves, but also as a place where
antislavery ideas could be freely and openly discussed.
Much as in Nantucket, the discussion o f the wider sectional crisis touched on
issues with a direct impact on the New Bedford waterfront. Town residents expressed
concern over many o f the events that unfolded in the mid-nineteenth century over the
issue o f slavery. During the 1840s, Samuel Rodman Jr. had attended a lecture touching
on the fugitive slave clause in the United States Constitution. “The lecturer’s argument
went to prove that we o f the Northern States have much to do with slavery,” Rodman
wrote, “that we under the article o f the constitution which obligates us to aid in arresting
the fugitive slave and sending him back to his master are in fact the watch dogs o f the
slave wrought plantations o f the Southern States.”134 If slavery itself in the southern states
could be ignored by Northerners, the realization that the Constitution drew all Americans
into the inner workings o f American slavery could not. With so many African Americans
a part o f New Bedford’s community and whaling economy, residents had to wonder how
many were actually fugitive slaves. Until the 1850s, only lax enforcement o f the law
protected the fugitive slaves who had made their way north to New Bedford. Passage o f
the Fugitive Slave Act o f 1850 in Congress was thus a matter o f great concern for New
Bedford’s black population, and the white whaling merchants who relied on their labor.
As part o f the passage o f the Compromise o f 1850, Congress strengthened the
existing law governing fugitive slaves. Americans, including law enforcement officers,

134 Diary entry for August 8,1841, in Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman, 224.
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were now required by federal law to assist in returning alleged fugitive slaves to their
masters, with the Act stating that “all good citizens are hereby commanded to aid and
assist in the prompt and efficient execution o f this law.”135 Alleged fugitive slaves were
also denied a jury trial. Adding to the outrage felt by abolitionists and members o f the
black community, the commissioners who now heard such cases had a financial incentive
that called into question the fairness o f the judicial process. A total o f $10 was paid to the
commissioner if the person was deemed a slave and sent back with the claimant. The
same commissioner received only $5 if the person in question was determined to be a
free person and released from custody.136 Fugitive slaves had been subject to federal
seizure dating back to ratification of the United States Constitution in 1789. What had
changed for the black community was the fear that masters and professional slave
catchers now had the tools to effectively recover their “property.” Passage o f the Fugitive
Slave Act o f 1850, and strict enforcement o f the rights o f slaveholders in recovering
fugitive slaves, now threatened free black communities everywhere. In places like New
Bedford, where the community had long relied on the presence o f black Americans to
function, the future prospects o f the whaling economy were now called into question.
Earlier in the year, the New Bedford Republican Standard had declared to its
readers that “we are for no more compromises with Slavery. A man might as well
compromise with the cholera, stipulating that it would not kill him.” 137 With reports
circulating o f a Georgia slave catcher “prowling around Boston, to ascertain the

135 Fugitive Slave Act o f 1850, Section 5, Avalon Project, Yale Law School, Lillian Goldman Law
Library, http://avalon.law.yale.edU/l 9th_century/fugitive.asp.
136 Fugitive Slave Act o f 1850, Section 8, Avalon Project, Yale Law School, Lillian Goldman Law
Library, http://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/fugitive.asp.
137 New Bedford Republican Standard, March 7,1850.
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whereabouts o f escaped slaves,” any talk o f modifying the existing laws to further aid
slave catchers in recovering fugitive slaves angered New Bedford residents.138
Charles Wain Morgan - a prominent New Bedford whaling merchant, and
managing owner o f a number o f whaleships, like his brother-in-law Samuel Rodman, Jr.
- kept a diary o f day-to-day life in New Bedford at the height o f both the whaling
industry, and the sectional crisis. Shortly after passage o f the Fugitive Slave Act in
September 1850, Morgan recorded his thoughts on the impact the new law was having on
fugitive slaves in New Bedford:
Our black population is now in a good deal o f alarm over the new fugitive slave
bill. Several have already been taken back to slavery from New York and I have
no doubt it will be attempted here, and bloodshed will ensue for they are a
powerful body and determined to be free or die, and I hope they will carry it
out.139
Writing again in his diary a few days later, Morgan noted that public discord over the
Fugitive Slave Act had reached a tipping point:
The excitement against the fugitive slave bill increasing and we are to have a
public meeting on Monday evening to give public and loud expression to the
ruling sentiment of this town, which is one o f the greatest asylums o f the
fugitives.140
Speakers at the meeting in New Bedford argued “without the Habeas Corpus, and trial by
Jury” the Fugitive Slave Law passed by Congress “was declared to be unconstitutional,”
and the city’s representatives “were urged to agitate the subject until it is repealed.” 141
Fearful for their freedom, New Bedford’s fugitive slaves and even free blacks concerned

138 New Bedford Republican Standard, April 4,1850.
139 Charles W. Morgan, Diary o f Charles W. Morgan, October 1,1850, Collection 27 - Charles W.
Morgan Collection, Volume 4, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
140 Charles W. Morgan, Diary o f Charles W. Morgan, October 5,1850, Collection 27 - Charles W.
Morgan Collection, Volume 4, G.W. Blunt White Research Library, Mystic Seaport, Mystic, Connecticut.
141 “Anti-Fugitive Slave Law Meeting,” Albany Evening Journal, October 9,1850. For additional
reference to the meeting held in New Bedford, see “Meetings in This State Against the Fugitive Slave Bill,”
Boston Daily Atlas, October 10, 1850.
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that they could lose family or have their own liberty threatened joined with white leaders
like Morgan to speak out or take action against the strengthened federal policy.
Rodney French, who went on to serve as mayor o f New Bedford in 1853 and
1854, was one o f the leaders in the white community who took an active role in
denouncing the Fugitive Slave Law. At a spring 1851 convention “in favor o f the repeal
of the Fugitive Slave Law,” held at Tremont Temple in Boston, French served as a vice
president, in addition to leading a particularly vocal meeting o f speakers opposed to the
law. One newspaper remarked that “an independent meeting o f the fiery spirits was
holden in the evening, Rodney French, of New Bedford, presiding. Violent, inflammatory
and denunciatory speeches were made.” 142
New Bedford’s black population commissioned the production o f a pitcher and
salver for the new mayor, which they presented to him in 1853. In accepting the gift,
French argued that “he had only done unto others as he would have others do unto him.
He said the colored people ought to be free, and they should [i.e., would] be free.” The
presenters, “having placed a large bouquet in the pitcher,” later moved at the conclusion
o f the speeches, “that a committee o f twelve be appointed to carry the pitcher to the
residence o f the Mayor, 221 Purchase street.” A bit incredulous o f the mayor’s
recognition by the black community, the New Bedford Daily Mercury asked, “The Mayor
having got his testimonial, when are the veteran abolitionists to have theirs? They too
have done something for the ‘down trodden,’ and are worthy of their reward.” 143 In the

142 “Anti Fugitive Slave Law Meeting,” Salem Register, April 10,1851.
143 “Presentation o f the Mayor’s Pitcher and Salver. (By the Colored Population),” New Bedford Daily
Mercury, May 23, 1853.
The inscription on the presentation pitcher itself reads, “The Hon. Rodney French by the Colored
Citizens ofNew Bedfordfor the manly position he has taken in our behalf May 1853." Donated to the New
Bedford Free Public Library on October 30, 1931 by Frank B. Hitch (French’s grandson), the following
information associated with the pitcher and salver explains the local tradition as to how the presentation gift
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context of the threat posed to New Bedford’s people o f color by the Fugitive Slave Act,
an impressive personal gift of this type was perhaps intended to encourage French’s
continued support and protection o f black residents in his new role as the city’s mayor.
As mayor o f New Bedford, and an abolitionist, Rodney French could potentially offer
more concrete help through his political office in a crisis to the black community, than
other abolitionists could by merely speaking out against an issue that threatened the
security o f black New Bedford residents.
Even with a mayor in office who was considered a vocal abolitionist, and a friend
to the black residents of the city, many who had considered New Bedford a safe haven
that promised employment and a measure o f equality, now had at least to consider fleeing
further north to Canada.144 Passage o f the strengthened fugitive slave law in 1850 led to

came to be made: “In 1853, the Negroes o f New Bedford wished to express their appreciation to Mayor
French for his great anti-slavery service, and so they contributed silver coins varying in denomination from
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aftermath o f the 1850 Fugitive Slave Act, one Mississippi paper quoted a “wealthy Friend (Quaker) o f New
Bedford” that the whaling port had “about seven hundred fugitives here in this city, and they are good
citizens, and here we intend they shall stay.” See “A Free Soil City,” Mississippi Free Trader, November
20, 1850. A later article describing the arrival o f two men in New Bedford “for the purpose o f capturing
fugitive slaves,” and the subsequent response o f both “white and colored citizens” stated the following:
“There are between six and seven hundred colored persons in New Bedford, many o f whom are fugitives,
and they are loud in their protestations that they will allow no fugitive to be carried away from New
Bedford,” in “Excitement at New-Bedford,” Albany Evening Journal, March 18, 1851.
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publication o f numerous articles on the implications for America’s black population.
Writing from Canada, fugitive slave Henry Bibb observed, “We are driven here now by
hundreds, yes, even thousands, in consequence o f the Fugitive Slave Law.” 145 Another
writer pleaded for readers to assist “the poor, forgotten, down-trodden fugitive slave,
who...has arrived, worn down, destitute and uninstructed, in Canada.” The federal
government’s action had left Canada “as the only safe retreat to which he could resort,
and be secure from the iron grasp o f American slavery.” 146 Having reached Canada a
decade before passage o f the Fugitive Slave Act o f 1850, Joseph Taper said o f his new
home “I am in a land o f liberty,” a sentiment likely shared by the many black Americans
who now made the journey north and gave up hope o f securing a life that included
freedom and equality in the United States.147
Although the exact numbers o f free blacks and fugitive slaves who crossed into
Canada after 1850 may never be known with certainty, the exodus was evident enough to
the general population. Under the heading “Evening Schools For Adults,” a school
committee report for the city o f New Bedford, published in 1851, suggests just how great
an effect the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 had on the whaling port’s black population:
The number entered in the school for males has been 85, but several o f these have
presented themselves for a few evenings only. The greatest number attending on
any one evening has been forty-one; the smallest number, ten; the average about
twenty-five. The majority o f those who attend the school for males are colored
persons, and the alarm and anxiety which have been the unhappy lot o f this
people in consequence o f the enactment o f the Fugitive Slave Law, have greatly
interrupted the successful operation of this school. The few who have attended
constantly have made good progress.148

145 “The Fugitive Slaves in Canada! Letter from Henry Bibb,” The Liberator, December 13, 1850.
146 “pUgjtives in Canada - Isaac J. Rice,” The Liberator, August 23,1850.
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Freedom: A Documentary History, Vol. 1, 3rd Ed. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2011), 211.
148 Report o f the School Committee, o f the City o f New Bedford, fo r the Year 1850- '51. 1851 - City
Document - No. 4 (New Bedford, MA: Benjamin Lindsey, 1851), 26-27.
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The concerns expressed by Charles W. Morgan over the impact o f the Fugitive Slave Act
on New Bedford, and the sudden disappearance o f black students, show that the impact of
the law, from the wharves to the schools, was unmistakable. New Bedford residents,
regardless o f their rank as whaling merchants, school officials, or ordinary citizens, took
notice.
Publicly at least, Samuel Rodman Jr. considered himself duty-bound to adhere to
the letter o f the law respecting the treatment o f fugitive slaves. In his diary, Rodman
discussed a conversation had with his relative Nathaniel Barney, a Nantucket whale oil
and candle merchant, over implementation o f the law, writing, “We talked on many
subjects, but I was obliged to differ from him on the duty o f acquiescence in act, overt at
least, in the supremacy o f the late law o f Congress for the restoration o f fugitive slaves
from the Southern states.” Rodman added his personal belief that Barney’s “benevolent
feelings disturb the action o f his reason, as is unfortunately the case with too many o f the
good people o f our free labor states.” 149 Rodman, unlike Barney, favored compliance
with the law, however distasteful the idea o f returning a fugitive to slavery might be. For
Rodman, no matter his feelings for the predicament o f the fugitive slave, or in general
about the institution o f slavery, the rule o f law remained the overriding consideration.
Rodman was not alone in New Bedford in his feelings o f ambivalence toward the
Fugitive Slave Act. The past presence o f slave catchers in the city, “hunting up some
piece o f alleged slave property,” raised a series o f troubling questions for New Bedford’s
free blacks, fugitive slaves, and white residents. “Does the Constitution give him any
right to seize any colored man he may meet,” asked the New Bedford Republican

149 Samuel Rodman Jr., diary entry for November 13, 1850, in Samuel Rodman Jr., The Diary of
Samuel Rodman, 299.
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Standard, “and on the warrant o f one o f those neighborhood judges, a justice o f the
peace, to take the man claimed far away to irremediable, hopeless bondage?” And what if
a Southerner made good on his claim and established a positive identification o f his
runaway slave, “Is it every body’s duty to be his [the master’s] servant,—his slave,—and
to mount guard over the poor trembling piece o f human property? We reckon not.” 150
At the 1854 annual meeting o f the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society, William
Lloyd Garrison read from a Virginia newspaper that took issue with the protection of
fugitive slaves in Massachusetts, “and at the city o f New Bedford in particular, on
account o f the fugitive slaves said to be residing there.” The account referred to “the
signal failure which certain slave-hunters from Virginia had recently experienced, in an
attempt to find and seize several fugitive slaves from that State, who were understood to
be in New Bedford, but who were nowhere to be found.” 151 Even though some African
Americans had fled the whaling port in the wake of Congress’s action in 1850, enough
fugitive slaves remained behind, or were still arriving in the city, to keep New Bedford a
place o f interest for both the southern press and northern abolitionists.
In spite o f the new federal law, the editor o f the New Bedford Republican
Standard argued that responsibility rested with the master or slave-catcher to seek federal
assistance in re-enslaving fugitives. Local government and law enforcement should have
no role in rendering fugitive slaves back into slavery. Addressing this most controversial
aspect o f the 1850 law, the newspaper asserted that the question o f handling fugitive
slaves was fundamentally a federal issue by virtue o f the fugitive slave clause’s inclusion
in the United States Constitution:

150 “Address to Mr. Webster,” New Bedford Republican Standard, April 11, 1850.
151 “Annual Meeting o f the Mass. Anti-Slavery Society,” The Liberator, February 3, 1854.
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Then when the land-pirate has succeeded in catching his victim, in chaining him,
in finding a place in which to confine him; he shall take him away without any
help o f ours, except such as we are absolutely compelled to render him under the
Constitution. And we opine that this help is very limited in amount. The
slaveholders are great sticklers for a strict construction o f the Constitution, and
just now we are exactly in the humor to agree with them. We say then to the
slaveholder who is seizing his victims among us, ‘Do what the Constitution
allows you; and nothing more. We detest your errand; we abhor your business.
The Constitution does not forbid that. If it has imposed on us any duty the
performance o f which disgusts us, it does not compel us to cure ourself o f that
disgust, nor to forbear the expression o f it. This robbing o f a man o f his freedom
and dragging him into slavery,—this compelling him to toil for life amid tears and
stripes, for the benefit o f another, without compensation, we regard as the
meanest kind o f theft and robbery; and the Constitution, if it compels us to assent
to it, outwardly, shall never take away our disgust at it.152
While the vast majority o f New Bedford residents were not radical abolitionists,
rendering actual support to slavery was a different matter. Few could stomach assisting
slave catchers. Aside from forcing the complicity o f ordinary citizens in the institution of
slavery, the Fugitive Slave Act o f 1850 drew attention to another development in
sectional politics. Residents o f New Bedford paging through the Republican Standard in
June were being told that “the demands o f the slave power are insatiable.” 153 The actions
o f Congress and the looming threat o f slavery’s extension into the western territories
forced many who had been on the sidelines o f the antislavery debate to take notice.
Recent events in Washington, D.C., began to convince northerners that southern
legislators wielded undue influence in the nation’s capital. “As a nation we are not yet out
of danger,” the New Bedford Republican Standard declared. “There is a power in this
nation ten fold more despotic and exacting than the power o f Great Britain, exercised, or
attempted to be exercised over our fathers. It is the SLAVE POWER.” Although the
newspaper called for moral suasion where slavery already existed, a different approach
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153 “The Slave Power Insatiable,” New Bedford Republican Standard, June 6, 1850.
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was deemed necessary regarding the extension o f slavery: “we intend to assail it at every
salient point, until one grand chorus o f freedom shall ring out unrestrained, from the lips
and the hearts of the millions who inhabit our country from Maine to Oregon.”1S4 As
proslavery settlers, free soilers, and abolitionists packed up and headed west, the next
major battleground in the slavery debate emerged.
The situation in what would come to be known as Bleeding Kansas appeared to
arouse an even greater reaction from New Bedford’s reformers than the Fugitive Slave
Law had. For Rodman, the violence in the Kansas Territory and the federal government’s
continued support for proslavery principles proved to be too much to bear:
Went with ma chere H. to hear Charles C. Burleigh give an anti-slavery lecture
before the female A. S. Soc’y after tea. ..The truth o f his reasoning has a most
pungent illustration in the late outrage at Washington and the enormities recently
or now perpetrated in Kansas under the sanction o f our vile administration to beat
down freedom and establish slavery in that fair territory which go far to fasten his
conclusions in the minds o f this section that Garrison’s motto is right ‘No Union
with slaveholders.’ May a kind Providence overrule for good the wickedness o f
the administration and its ruffians who are seeking to spread slavery over a land
consecrated by the fathers o f our country to liberty. The hall was crowded and
appeared to be in full sympathy with the speaker.155
New Bedford residents did more, however, than simply attend lectures on the subject o f
slavery and popular sovereignty. As the Kansas Territory descended into a state o f open
warfare between abolitionists and proslavery forces in the 1850s, New Bedford reformers
attempted to send material support to free soilers who were caught up in the violence
sweeping across the territory.
Chairing New Bedford’s Kansas Aid Fund, Samuel Rodman Jr. forwarded a
check totaling $847.21 to Amos Adams Lawrence in Kansas, the abolitionist who

154 “The Fourth,” New Bedford Republican Standard, June 6, 1850.
155 Samuel Rodman Jr., diary entry for May 25 to June 1, 1856, in Rodman Jr., The Diary o f Samuel
Rodman, 328.
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founded the territory’s free soil capital o f Lawrence, for use by Quakers there. New
Bedford’s aid appears to have arrived too late to have an effect on the crisis, arriving after
the sack o f Lawrence by proslavery settlers and Missouri border ruffians on May 21,
1856. Amos Lawrence wrote to Rodman, “If the Quaker Mission in the Territory has not
been entirely broken up by the Border Ruffians, the Superintendent shall be consulted in
disposing o f the money, and it may be advisable to place it in his hands, but it is doubtful
whether those who have managed the mission are now there.” Despite the monetary
assistance offered by New Bedford’s reformers, events on the ground in Bleeding Kansas
had outpaced their best intentions to support the establishment o f a free soil state. “The
pressure o f want has now been relieved,” Lawrence informed Rodman, “but there are
many cases o f individual hardship which can never be relieved.” 156
As events in Bleeding Kansas were playing out, antislavery causes closer to home
continued to draw the attention o f reformers. Antislavery bazaars, in particular the annual
one in Boston, remained important fundraisers for the wider cause. Sarah Rotch Arnold
was an active member o f the whaling port’s antislavery movement whose correspondence
shows her interest in such local concerns. She wrote to Maria Weston Chapman “at the
Bazaar” in 1857, “I have failed in my enquiries for some one going to the Bazaar, hence I
am under the necessity o f troubling you as my kind friend Miss D. Weston to invest for
me the enclosed twenty dollars in some love token as a gift for my Daughter.” 157 While
national events garnered attention, for many, the local antislavery movement and issues
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relating directly to New Bedford and Massachusetts remained the primary focus of
reform.
White New Bedford residents had various motives for involving themselves in
antislavery activities and other causes; Quakerism was no longer the sole reason. Just as
in Nantucket, New Bedford had seen departures from the Society of Friends. Charles W.
Morgan had left the Quaker meeting during the Hicksite schism o f the early 1820s. A
series o f schisms in the 1800s eventually divided Orthodox Quakers into three distinct
sects. The Hicksite schism that influenced Morgan so greatly took place in part because
some Quakers came to place greater emphasis on individual spiritualism achieved via the
“Inner Light” and thus to deemphasize the role o f Scripture, and in part because o f the
perceived materialism o f the Society o f Friends and its members. Many Friends, as
elsewhere in New England, left Quakerism behind for good, finding a new spiritual home
in the Unitarian Church.158 Morgan appears to have returned to the Quaker meeting house
on occasion, but by the 1850s, barely recognized the religious body of his youth:
Went to the Quaker meeting where I had not been for two or three years. Oh, what
a fall from the high spiritual interpretation o f this doctrine we used to hear. Well,
the days o f Quakerism are numbered—they have had their use and will soon be
mingled with the things that have been, while the great principles o f the sect have
found their way among other denominations and will be eternal.159
The “great principles” o f Quakerism had set the tone for reform in New Bedford. As the
sectional crisis and the antislavery movement gained momentum, however, the broader
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moral underpinnings o f the community combined with the economic and cultural realities
of life in the whaling port to spur black and white reformers to action.
New Bedford abolitionists and reformers labored to end slavery, and to carve out
a greater measure o f equality for black citizens, not only because it was the right thing to
do. They acted because their neighbors, friends, workers, and colleagues, although they
were far north o f the day-to-day horrors o f slavery in the American South, still felt the
reach of the peculiar institution - a reality that threatened not only the freedom and
equality o f New Bedford’s black residents, but also the future o f the port’s whaling
economy. With the election o f Abraham Lincoln as President in 1860, and with the nation
on the brink o f civil war, New Bedford and Nantucket reformers stood at a crossroads.
Up until now, most o f the battles over freedom and equality in New Bedford and
Nantucket had been fought in the press, on the wharves, in lecture halls, and even on the
decks o f the whaleship. Now the fight would be waged on battlefields across the
Confederacy and as far north as Pennsylvania, and in the freedpeople’s schools springing
up across the defeated South that represented the hopes and dreams o f Reconstruction.
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CHAPTER 7
“A BETTER DAY HAS DAWNED”

Toward the end o f a lengthy speech delivered over two days in August o f 1852,
Abraham Lincoln deprecated the Democratic Party’s strategy to win the Presidency that
year. Having “nominated a man [Franklin Pierce] who ‘loathes the Fugitive Slave Law,”’
Lincoln argued, the proslavery Democrats were playing politics in an attempt to win New
York free soil votes. This move, in Lincoln’s opinion, would tip the balance in the
national election, and hand victory to the Democrats in the fall. Although Lincoln was
fully immersed in Whig politics in Illinois, and far removed from the daily toil o f
shipboard life, race relations at sea nevertheless had a way o f influencing certain issues
on land, including political rhetoric during the sectional crisis. Lincoln called on one of
the better-known and more racist sea shanties o f the day to emphasize his point about the
inherent contradiction between Pierce’s position on slavery and the stance o f other
Democrats:
Why Pierce's only chance for presidency, is to be bom into it, as a cross between
New York old hunkerism, and free soilism, the latter predominating in the
offspring. [Frederick] Marryat, in some one o f his books, describes the sailors,
weighing anchor, and singing:
“Sally is a bright Mullatter,
Oh Sally Brown—
Pretty gal, but can't get at her,
Oh, Sally Brown.”
Now, should Pierce ever be President, he will, politically speaking, not only be a
mulatto; but he will be a good deal darker one than Sally Brown.1

1 Abraham Lincoln, “Speech to the Scott Club o f Springfield, Illinois,” August 26,1852, in, Abraham
Lincoln, Abraham Lincoln: Speeches and Writings, 1832-1858, ed. Don E. Fehrenbacher (New York: The
Library o f America, 1989), 296-297.
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While “Sally Brown” was common enough aboard ship as a favored capstan shanty, used
when hauling in the ship’s anchor, according to the speech, Lincoln seems to have come
across the song in Frederick Marryat’s 1839 memoir Diary in America.2 References in
some versions o f the shanty ranged from Sally Brown’s “white an’ pearly” teeth and
“curly” hair, to how she refused to “wed a Yankee sailor; For she’s in love with the
nigger tailor.” That vocabulary would have struck a chord with Northern white audiences
whose favorite form o f entertainment was the blackface minstrel show, and who found
themselves engaged in racially charged political debates during the 1850s.3 Using the
mixed-race ancestry o f the character from the shanty to make a political point would not
have seemed odd to Lincoln’s audience.4
More than a decade later, amid the political wrangling over passage o f the
Thirteenth Amendment and the abolition o f slavery, Lincoln once again made use o f the
language o f whaling and the sea to make a political point. With the Emancipation
Proclamation having gone into full effect by executive order on January 1, 1863, and with
Congress debating the question o f outlawing slavery through constitutional amendment,
Lincoln argued that now was the time of danger regarding the prospects for the complete
end o f slavery in America:
We are like whalers who have been long on a chase; we have at last got the
harpoon into the monster, but we must now look how we steer, or with one “flop”
of his tail he will send us all into eternity.5

2 Frederick Marryat, A Diary in America (Philadelphia: Carey & Hart, 1839), 22-25.
3 For variations on “Sally Brown,” see Stan Hugill, Shanties from the Seven Seas (Mystic, Conn.:
Mystic Seaport, 1994), 128-134.
4 For further discussion o f Abraham Lincoln’s use of racial imagery in political speeches and Lincoln’s
racial outlook, see Eric Foner, The Fiery Trial (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2010), 120-123.
5 Abraham Lincoln, quoted in John G. Nicolay and John Hay, Abraham Lincoln: A History, Vol. X
(New York: Century Co., 1890), 74; see also Doris Kearns Goodwin, Team o f Rivals: The Political Genius
o f Abraham Lincoln (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2005), 686-690.
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Americans had come to rely so heavily on the whaling industry by the 1860s, that the
dangers o f the hunt were known to most Americans. Lincoln understood that the political
process bore at least some resemblance to the dangers experienced by whalers at sea.
Much like harpooning the whale, in Lincoln’s eyes the Emancipation Proclamation had
merely been a first step in abolishing slavery.6 Only when the task was safely brought to
completion, through passage and ratification o f an amendment to the Constitution, would
the danger be past. The same maritime occupation that African Americans had relied
upon to improve their daily lives and to fight for social change since the early 1800s
offered the President the perfect way to explain the challenges that lay ahead for his
administration and the country as the struggle for freedom continued.

After Confederate artillery opened fire on Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor,
South Carolina, plunging the United States into civil war, New Bedford quickly prepared
as best it could for the coming conflict, “throwing up Sand Banks down at Clark’s Point,
where three large guns are mounted.” One observer noted that American flags “can now
be seen floating in the breeze all over the city.” Whaling merchant Joseph Ricketson
wrote that “we look very warlike here.”7 Amid the patriotism, the issue o f slavery

6 H ie limited scope o f the Emancipation Proclamation did not prevent its celebration in cities like New
Bedford, where “the bells o f the city were rung an hour, and one hundred guns fired at the north-east comer
o f Summer and North Streets by the New Bedford Light Artillery, Lieut. Fisher commanding, in honor of
the President’s proclamation.” See “In Honor o f Freedom,” New Bedford Republican Standard, January 8,
1863.
7 Joseph Ricketson, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, (n.p.), April 28,1861, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 30, p. 65, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
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emerged for some as a key issue for the city o f New Bedford as the city’s young men
began to mobilize for war. Ricketson reported:
The Star Spangled Banner was sung in the Unitarian Church today, [and Rev.]
Potter gave a Rouser o f a sermon among the many good things he said that there
had been one great blot on the national flag - it had floated over the Auction
Block o f the slave, but he prayed to God that after the battle was over whether
sooner or later there would not be a slave in the land and that the Flag should
protect him He thought we must fight in order to get peace that we should sooner
have peace, by knocking the slave Hunter down, than to let him capture a fugitive
slave...it is gratifying to hear such language.8
More than a decade later, the Fugitive Slave Act o f 1850 remained a potent antislavery
issue in New Bedford. More broadly, a Nantucket newspaper suggested “it is now o f little
avail, to dwell on the causes o f our present troubles. To the institution o f slavery, they
may be attributed...when it was sought to extend it, the irrepressible conflict began.
When shall it end?” 9 At the start o f the war, northerners filled the ranks o f the Union
Army and Navy “in a patriotic determination to sustain the government.”10 A year and a
half later, Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation definitively tied the meaning o f the Civil
War to slavery for much o f the country. But for veterans o f the abolitionist movement,
and black residents o f New Bedford and Nantucket, the Civil War was about slavery
from the first moments o f the attack on Fort Sumter.

8 Joseph Ricketson, New Bedford, Massachusetts, to Deborah Weston, (n.p.), April 28,1861, Weston
Papers, Ms. A.9.2 Vol. 30, p. 65, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department, Boston Public Library, Boston,
Massachusetts.
9 “War!,” Nantucket Weekly Mirror, April 20,1861.
10 “War!,” Nantucket Weekly Mirror, April 20, 1861. James M. McPherson offers a particularly useful
examination o f the causes soldiers cited for fighting in the Civil War. In a chapter addressing slavery as a
war issue for Union forces, McPherson argues that “Few Union soldiers professed to fight for racial
equality,” James M. McPherson, For Cause and Comrades: Why Men Fought in the Civil War (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1997), 117. Many more northerners fought out of patriotism and for the
preservation of the Union. For discussion of how patriotism factored into why soldiers fought in the Civil
War, see pages 6, 8, 13,17-18,27-28,90, 94-102,131, 142,168,170-176; for slavery as a “war issue” for
Union troops, seepages 19, 110,117-130, 146.
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Attention shifted from moral suasion and non-cooperation with the slaveholding
regime, to action taken on the battlefield to preserve the Union. For antislavery
advocates, the Civil War became a way to secure an end to southern slavery after decades
o f frustration. Hundreds of men from Nantucket and New Bedford answered the call to
arms.11 Following Lincoln’s preliminary Emancipation Proclamation in September 1862,
black residents o f the two whaling ports began to mobilize militarily as well. Not
surprisingly, the two maritime communities were strongly represented by black residents
who served aboard vessels o f the Union Navy.12 A number of black residents of
Nantucket and New Bedford served in the army or cavalry, most notably in the 54th
Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry Regiment, once recruiting o f black soldiers began in
1863.
In a letter to sister Josephine “Effie” Shaw, sent from the Readville camp,
Massachusetts, in late February 1863, Colonel Robert Gould Shaw wrote that, “We have
forty Darks out here now, and expect some more from New York and New Bedford in a
day or two.”13 Black recruits continued to march into camp. By early March the regiment

11 A number of local studies have shed light on the contributions o f Nantucket and New Bedford to the
Civil War. In the case o f Nantucket, several hundred Nantucket men enlisted to fight, with 73 killed during
the war. For general discussion o f Nantucket’s involvement in the Civil War, see Richard F. Miller and
Robert F. Mooney, The Civil War: The Nantucket Experience, Including the Memoirs o f Josiah Fitch
Murphey (Nantucket, MA: Wesco Publishing, 1994).
New Bedford saw 1,991 men enlist in various Union military branches during the war. See Earl F.
Mulderink III, New Bedford’s Civil War (New York: Fordham University Press, 2012), 84-85.
12 A search of the records of 18,000 African American sailors in the National Park Service’s Soldiers
and Sailors Database returns 51 records of African American sailors who recorded their place o f birth as
New Bedford, Massachusetts. A similar search returns 13 records of black sailors who listed their place of
birth as Nantucket, Massachusetts. Of the 13 who listed their place of birth at Nantucket, more than half of
the men, including Isaac Barlow, Nathaniel A. Borden, Oliver C. Boston, George H. Gordon, William T.
Hinds, Joseph W. Maxcy, and Samuel Pompey, enlisted at New Bedford. The database drew from
“enlistment records and the quarterly muster rolls o f Navy vessels” to compile a record o f the thousands of
African American sailors who served aboard Union naval vessels during the war. See Civil War Soldiers
and Sailors Database; http://www.nps.gov/civilwar/soldia-s-and-sailors-database.htm.
13 Col. Robert Gould Shaw, Readville, Massachusetts, to Josephine Shaw, March 4,1863, in Robert
Gould Shaw, Blue-Eyed Child o f Fortune: The Civil War Letters o f Colonel Robert Gould Shaw, ed.
Russell Duncan (Athens: University o f Georgia Press, 1992), 299.
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was making good progress in filling the ranks with help from the whaling port o f New
Bedford:
My regiment is making pretty good headway. We have nearly 150 men in camp,
and they come in pretty fast. There are several among them, who have been well
drilled, & who are acting sergeants. They drill their squads with a great deal o f
snap, and I think we shall have some good soldiers. Thirty-four came up from
New Bedford this afternoon, and marched with a drum & fife creating the greatest
enthusiasm among the rest. We have them examined, sworn in, washed &
uniformed as soon as they arrive— and when they get into their buttons they feel
about as good as a man can.14
Company C o f the regiment, known locally as the Toussaint Guards, was mainly
recruited out o f New Bedford.15 Toussaint L’Ouverture had fought successfully to free
the slaves o f French-controlled Saint Domingue in the late-eighteenth century. Black
northerners had long been interested in the abolition o f slavery in Haiti and the British

14 Col. Robert Gould Shaw, Readville, Massachusetts, to Charles Fessenden Morse, March 4,1863, in
Shaw, Blue-Eyed Child o f Fortune, 304.
15 The regimental history for the 54th Massachusetts notes that as recruits were filtering into the
Readville, Massachusetts camp in early 1863, “Company C came to camp from New Bedford on March
10,” with companies A, B, and D “filled by March 15.” The four companies in camp were mustered into
service on March 30,1863. For a full roster of men from New Bedford in Company C, as well as other
black New Bedford residents who fought in other companies o f the regiment, see Luis F. Emilio, A Brave
Black Regiment: History o f the Fifty-Fourth Regiment o f Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry, 1863-1865
(Boston: The Boston Book Company, 1894), 20,342,349-354,356, 376-378,386 .
An article published in the New Bedford Republican Standard corroborates both Shaw’s letter and the
regimental history: “Owing to the fact o f some being rejected by the surgeon, and a few not having been
seen since they signed the papers, the number o f recruits actually belonging to Capt. Grace’s company is
34, as follows.. .Capt. Grace’s Company has been designated as company C, 54th Massachusetts
volunteers.” Two soldiers o f note from New Bedford mustered in as members Company C in March 1863,
William H. Carney, seaman, who would win the Medal o f Honor for his actions at Fort Wagner on July 18,
1863, and James Henry Gooding, seaman, who reported on the progress o f the regiment in letters to the
Republican Standard, and ultimately died July 19, 1864, as a prisoner o f war at Andersonville Prison in
Georgia. See “The 54th Regiment,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 12, 1863. For additional
references to Carney and Gooding, see Emilio, A Brave Black Regiment, vi, 81, 84,90, 168,173, 183, 349350,424. For a comprehensive study o f Corporal James Henry Gooding’s letters, and his prior career as a
whaleman, see James Henry Gooding, On the Altar of Freedom: A Black Soldier's Civil War Letters from
the Front, ed. Virginia M. Adams (Amherst: University o f Massachusetts Press, 1991).
For references to the “Toussaint Guards,” Company C, 54th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry
Regiment in the press, see “’’Roll o f the Toussaint Guards,” New Bedford Republican Standard, May 14,
1863; “Reception,” New Bedford Republican Standard, September 7, 1865; “Reception o f the Toussaint
Guards,” The Liberator, September 15,1865.
For an excellent general overview o f black military service in New Bedford, including as members of
the 54th Massachusetts, see Mulderink III, New Bedford’s Civil War, 99-118.
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West Indies as a model for what could be accomplished in the United States. The
appropriation o f Toussaint L’Ouverture’s name by New Bedford’s black soldiers, and
other soldiers of Company C, put on public display what they hoped to achieve for
American slaves by their own actions as they marched south.16
The actual business o f recruiting for the 54th Massachusetts and other black
regiments took place across the North and the occupied South, not only in the state where
the regiment organized.17 It surely helped that a number o f high-profile abolitionists,
including William Wells Brown, Charles Lenox Remond, and Frederick Douglass, were
actively seeking recruits to fill the ranks o f what would be the first black regiment to see
major combat in the Civil War.18 As reports came in about the regiment, it was said that
Douglass met “with good success in recruiting for the 54th regiment. In Rochester, N.Y.,
his own son headed a list o f thirteen names.” 19 Recruiting efforts were so successful that
the regiment reached capacity by May 11, “and the Fifty-fifth Massachusetts was begun
with the surplus on the succeeding day.”20
Frederick Douglass’s recruiting message resonated with African Americans
across the North. Black Americans had fought against colonization schemes, helped
reshape the antislavery debate, defended their friends against slave catchers, and
expanded the possibilities o f racial equality in communities like Nantucket and New

16 Matthew J. Clavin further examines the connections drawn between the leader o f the Haitian
Revolution and the American Civil War in Toussaint Louverture and the American Civil War:
The Promise and Peril o f a Second Haitian Revolution (Philadelphia: University o f Pennsylvania Press,

2010).
17 One report on recruitment efforts for the 54th Massachusetts noted that “Recruiting for the 54th
regiment is actively pursued all over New England, and in various places in New York, Virginia, and other
States,” in “The 54th Regiment,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 12, 1863.
18 For discussion o f recruitment efforts, see Emilio, A Brave Black Regiment, 12; Shaw, Blue-Eyed
Child o f Fortune, 27-28.
19 “The Colored Regiment,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 19,1863.
20 Emilio, A Brave Black Regiment, 24.
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Bedford throughout the antebellum period. Now with the whole nation at war, Douglass
argued that “Liberty won by white men would lose half its luster. ‘Who would be free
themselves must strike the blow.’”21 In defining the fight at hand, Douglass urged black
northerners “to fly to arms, and smite with death the power that would bury the
government and your liberty in the same hopeless grave.”22 From the soldiers on the
frontlines, to the family and aid societies back home providing material support, black
military service represented another chapter in the effort to reform America and to
achieve freedom and equality.23
After four years o f civil war, to many residents o f New Bedford, Nantucket, and
the rest o f the region, passage in Congress o f the Thirteenth Amendment, abolishing

21 Frederick Douglass, “Men o f Color, to Arms,” Broadside, Rochester, New York, March 21, 1863, in
Eric Foner, ed., Voices o f Freedom: A Documentary History, Vol. 1 ,3rd Ed. (New York: W.W. Norton &
Company, 2011), 282. Douglass’s broadside appeared widely across the North. For the broadside in
newspaper form, see “Men o f Color, to Arms! A Call by Frederick Douglass,” New York Daily Tribune,
March 5, 1863.
22 Frederick Douglass, “Men o f Color, to Arms,” Broadside, Rochester, New York, March 21, 1863, in
Foner, ed., Voices o f Freedom, 282.
23 New Bedford actively encouraged black residents to enlist, offering relief to black military families
through the Joint Special Committee of the City Council on Military Relief, paying “$25 for the benefit of
the family o f each resident o f New Bedford who shall be mustered into the 54th regiment” See “The 54th
Regiment” March 12,1863. In addition, like antislavery societies before and freedmen’s aid societies after
the war, a separate organization, the Colored Ladies’ Soldiers’ Relief Society, appears to have played an
active role in supporting the efforts o f black New Bedford soldiers in the field. “Reception,” New Bedford
Republican Standard, September 7, 1865.
Beginning in 1861 the New Bedford Ladies’ Soldiers Relief Society had provided support to New
Bedford’s servicemen. While at Readville, James Henry Gooding wrote, “the ladies o f the Relief Society
will please accept the thanks o f Co. C. for those shirts, socks, and handkerchiefs, which should have been
expressed in the last letter. God bless the ladies.” James Henry Gooding, Camp Meigs, Readville,
Massachusetts, to the New Bedford Mercury, March 21,1863, in Gooding, On the Altar o f Freedom, 8.
Thankful for all the supplies being sent to Company C, Gooding proclaimed in an April 11, 1863 letter to
the New Bedford Mercury that “our boys think there are no women anywhere so good as the New Bedford
ladies.” Gooding, On the Altar o f Freedom, 12.
The letters of black soldiers offer tremendous insight into the reasons behind their decision to fight many o f which echoed Douglass’s conception o f the meaning o f the war. For discussion o f issues that
included black nationalism, patriotism and the Union, equality, and abolition o f slavery as motivation to
fight, see Edwin S. Redkey, ed. A Grand Army o f Black Men: Letters from African-American
Soldiers in the Union Army, 1861-1865 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 12,14,18, 21-22,
24,211, 233, 241. For Corporal James Henry Gooding’s views on slavery and the hope that after the war
slavery “will only be known in history!,” see Gooding, On the Altar o f Freedom, 106-107.
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slavery on January 31,1865, was more than enough cause for celebration.24 Just up the
road from New Bedford in Westport, church bells rang out “in celebration o f the passage
of the constitutional amendment; a salute o f a gun for each State was fired, and there was
a general rejoicing.”25 In New Bedford, plans were made “by some o f our colored
citizens for a public demonstration o f rejoicing over the recent passage by Congress o f
the constitutional amendment abolishing slavery.”26 Across the water “the colored
citizens of Nantucket held an Amendment Jubilee evening o f the 13th, at Pleasant Street
Baptist Church in that town.”27 Northern blacks rejoiced in no small part over what they
hoped the end o f slavery would mean for them.28 The abolition o f human bondage
marked a significant step forward in redefining American freedom.
Guaranteeing the equality o f newly freed African Americans was an issue in its
own right, however, and one that hung in the balance as Americans battled over the
direction o f Reconstruction. Having abolished slavery after a protracted struggle,
reformers took stock o f a victory that had come at a terrible cost. The end o f slavery
meant rebuilding both the nation and individual lives.29 Freeing four million enslaved

24 Ratification would not take place until December 6, 1865.
25 “Westport,” New Bedford Republican Standard, February 9, 1865.
26 “Abolition Celebration,” New Bedford Republican Standard, February 9,1865.
27 New Bedford Republican Standard, February 23, 1865.
28 In one example, following passage of the Negro Seamen Acts beginning in the 1820s meant to
prevent contact between free and enslaved blacks, African American mariners had been afraid o f being
imprisoned if their ship docked in a southern port. After the Thirteenth Amendment, “It is surmised that
hereafter colored men engaged on board foreign and northern vessels will not be imprisoned when they
enter the port o f Charleston.” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 2,1865.
29 New Bedford’s black residents had seen the results o f emancipation and their impact on the
community firsthand - “Charles Carter, a fugitive slave from Alexandria, Va., who has been in this city
eleven years, was rapturously surprised Tuesday morning by the arrival from the South o f his wife and
children.” “Charles Carter,” New BecfordRepublican Standard, May 25, 1865.
A history o f the “colored” Salem Baptist Church in New Bedford, regarded as “one o f the most
flourishing among the colored churches in the city,” lists Charles C. Carta- as one o f the church’s deacons,
along with William Carney Jr., the celebrated Medal o f Honor recipient and sageant who served during the
Civil War with the 54* Massachusetts Voluntea Infantry Regimoit. See Jesse Fillmore Kelley and Adam
Mackie, History o f the Churches o f New Bedford (New Bedford, MA: E. Anthony & Sons, Printas, 1869),
71.
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African Americans, without providing for some assistance at the federal or local level,
had the potential to produce a humanitarian crisis.
Before the Civil War even ended, and in the years immediately following the
surrender o f the Confederate armies in 1865, work to ensure a future for the freedpeople
began in earnest. Many o f those who had fought in the abolitionist movement throughout
the mid-nineteenth century recognized early on that the freedom guaranteed under the
Constitution and the Thirteenth Amendment had not translated into the granting o f equal
rights to the freedpeople. While black residents o f Nantucket and New Bedford
celebrated passage o f the Thirteenth Amendment, they sent aid to fellow African
Americans who were just beginning to enjoy their newfound freedom amid the wreckage
o f the war-tom South. White abolitionists similarly collected and sent clothing and
supplies southward to alleviate the dire condition o f the freedpeople. Some went
themselves as teachers.
One such person was Nantucket abolitionist Nathaniel Barney, a white whale oil
and candle merchant, who alongside his wife Eliza Starbuck Barney had long been
prominent in reform movements on the island. Writing to William Lloyd Garrison after
the war, Barney observed:
Years have passed since thou wast first an inmate o f my family at Nantucket,
when persecution [and] suffering was thy constant attendant, [and] when thy
name was cast out as evil, both by the Church [and] the State! A better day has
dawned, [and] we may now rejoice together, in view o f the practical results o f
those long years, [and] the blessings they have secured to our beloved country.
Still, Barney was quick to acknowledge that much work remained to be done in
alleviating the condition o f the freedpeople— and in enhancing the status o f women. He
singled out the “many ‘honorable women’ whose untiring efforts for the Freedmen in
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different localities, [and] for the poor in our own midst, entitle them to a rank with the
first in our country.” Referring to northern teachers, Barney explained to Garrison how
above all else “I have admired the spontaneity [and] the efficiency which they bring to
the work, [and] how their labors have always been crowned with marked success.” 30
The reformers who went to teach former slaves in the South during
Reconstruction were often influenced by the events o f the antislavery movement. When
Arthur Cooper’s family, in the fall o f 1822, had gone into hiding from slave catchers who
had arrived in Nantucket, they took shelter in the homes o f some o f the island’s most
outspoken white abolitionists, including the attic of Oliver C. Gardner.31 Gardner’s sixyear-old daughter Anna witnessed much o f what happened. Despite her age, she was able
to recognize the fear in Arthur Cooper’s face. She went on to participate actively in
Nantucket’s anti-slavery efforts, and to teach in the island’s segregated “African School”
before Nantucket’s integration efforts during the 1840s.32 Years later, on the heels o f the
Union Army, Anna Gardner headed south for the Carolinas to do her part in educating the
freedpeople. Philena Carkin, a friend and colleague o f Gardner’s, recalled in a journal
kept during her time spent teaching freedpeople in Charlottesville, Virginia, “She told me
that one o f her [Gardner’s] first recollections was o f a fugitive slave whom the man
hunters had traced to her father’s house. She could never forget the contrast between his

30 Nathaniel Barney, Yonkers, New York, to William Lloyd Garrison, February 24,1867, Ms. A. 1.2 V.
35, p. 9B, William Lloyd Garrison Collection, 1805-1879, Rare Books and Manuscripts Department,
Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
31 Nantucket Inquirer, 29 October 1822. See also “Account of Slaves in the State House, Mass.,” n.d.,
Collection 222- Blacks on Nantucket, 1773-1886, Folder 4, Nantucket Historical Association Research
Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
32 Anna Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, in Prose and Verse (New York: Fowler & Wells, Publishers,
1881), 23-45,172-174, and Nathaniel Philbrick, Away OffShore: Nantucket Island and its People, 16021890 (Nantucket: Mill Hill Press, 1994), 181,198, 258-259.
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black skin and the ashy whiteness o f his lips when he found they had come for him.” 33 A
carte de visite, from the 1850s or 1860s, shows Gardner in middle age, wearing a piece o f
jewelry that Carkin noticed when they met in 1866: “She had a beautiful, heart-shaped
gold medal which those pupils presented her.”34 Gardner wore the inscribed medal for the
rest o f her life, clearly proud o f her service to her students on Nantucket.35
Gardner was by no means alone in her convictions. William F. Mitchell, o f
Nantucket, served as superintendent o f freedmen’s schools in parts o f Tennessee and
Alabama. Sponsored by the Pennsylvania Freedmen’s Relief Association, Mitchell
worked to organize schools, and to “locate teachers” for his assigned districts. Mitchell
received support directly from Nantucket. In a note published back home, Mitchell wrote
to Edward Godfrey, president o f the Nantucket Freedmen’s Club, that “It was a great
gratification to me to be able to tell the thousand children connected with our schools, of
the box o f clothing you sent us, [and] o f the neatly written note which accompanied it.”
Mitchell noted “the success o f your festival, which we expected soon to realize in a
supply o f goods for our industrial schools.”36 Even so, as a host o f northern teachers

33 Philena Carkin, “Reminiscences o f my Life and Work Among the Freedmen of Charlottesville,
Virginia, from March l a 1866 to July 1st 1875,” in Papers o f Philena Carkin, 1866-1902, Accession 11123,
Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
Carkin kept a journal that recorded events between 1866 and 1875 while she was in Charlottesville. The
entries in that journal only occasionally bear dates. A variation o f the journal with the same content but a
slightly different title, “Reminiscences of Philena Carkin,” dates to 1910, suggesting that Carkin intended
to publish the journal as a record o f her work. Philena Carkin, “Reminiscences o f Philena Carkin,” 1910.
Accession 11123-a. Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library, University o f Virginia,
Charlottesville, Virginia.
34 Edwin B. Robinson, Photographic Portrait o f Anna Gardner, carte de visite, ca. 1860s, Image
Number CDV1209A, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts; and
Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library,
University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
35 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers of Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
36 William F. Mitchell, Nashville, Tennessee, to Edward J. Godfrey, Nantucket, Massachusetts, March
30, 1865, in Nantucket Inquirer and Mirror, April 29, 1865.
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arrived in the southern states, they saw that the situation o f newly freed African
Americans and o f their teachers was anything but secure even in the wake o f the Union
victory.
The story o f freedpeople’s education has itself been contested ground for
historians. Some early historians o f Reconstruction offered a racist portrait o f southern
blacks, ultimately blaming them for the supposedly inevitable failure o f Reconstruction.37
W. E. B. Du Bois, in contrast, wrote that the Freedmen’s Bureau and the teachers had
been successful because educational efforts after the Civil War created a foundation of
black leadership on which black communities could build after Reconstruction.38
By the early 1950s, Joseph Vance argued that “Negro education...remained as a
permanent contribution o f Reconstruction.” The conservative Vance qualified this
statement, however, suggesting “educational achievements must be weighed against race
antagonism aroused by such persons as Miss [Anna] Gardner, whom local whites viewed
as a meddling fanatic.” Taken as a whole, the story o f Reconstruction remained a
cautionary tale for Vance. “Not understanding Southern institutions,” he explained,
Gardner had “aroused the Negro to unattainable dreams and created animosities which in
the long run would react unfavorably against Negro welfare.” At the same time, Vance

37 In 1915, the movie The Birth o f a Nation made its debut in a major public attack on the legacy o f
Reconstruction. Three years lata-, the historian Ulrich B. Phillips offered a less inflammatory, yet still
patronizing picture o f black character in his book, American Negro Slavery; he asserted that blacks after
Emancipation reverted to “a greater slackness than they had previously been permitted to indulge in.” See
38 W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in America; An Essay Toward a History o f the Part Which
Black Folk Played in the Attempt to Reconstruct Democracy in America, 1860-1880 (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, and Company, 1935; reprint, Millwood, N.Y.: Kraus-Thomson Organization Ltd., 1976), 667 (page
citations are to the reprint edition).
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suggested that Gardner and others had had to “overcome the indifference o f Negroes to
their new position” in order to gain any measure o f success.39
More recent scholarship has explored the inner workings o f ffeedpeople’s
education in an attempt to add complexity to the story, and to explain why black schools
and certain other educational initiatives survived in the South after Reconstruction.40
Many o f the earlier studies failed to address the conditions on the ground—the classroom
environment, interaction between white teachers and black students, and southern white
attitudes toward black education. Northern teachers who arrived in the South, even after
1865, set foot on “what then seemed the soil of the enemy,” at a time when nothing but
the integrity o f the Union and the legal freedom o f African Americans had been
guaranteed by the outcome o f the Civil War.41 Surviving sources—diaries, notebooks,
letters, Freedmen’s Bureau records, and memoirs—open the closed doors o f the
schoolhouse, and at the same time, lead the reader into the streets o f the wider
community. The everyday experiences o f the teachers, like those sent from Nantucket
and New Bedford, reveal how the education o f former slaves could continue, even after
the end o f Republican rule brought much of the progress o f Reconstruction to a halt—

39 Joseph C. Vance, “Freedmen’s Schools in Albemarle County During Reconstruction,” The Virginia
Magazine o f History and Biography, October 1953,438. For another negative view o f the role women
played in educating the freedpeople, see Henry Lee Swint, The Northern Teacher in the South, 1862-1870
(New York: Octagon Books, 1967).
Vance based his assessment of the benefits o f black education on the impression that blacks were
apathetic and unaware o f their “inherent worth and potential as individuals.” See Vance, “Freedmen’s
Schools in Albemarle County,” 438.
40 For more recent scholarship on freedpeople’s education, see Robert C. Morris, Reading, ‘Riting and
Reconstruction: The Education o f Freedmen in the South, 1861-1870 (Chicago: University o f Chicago
Press, 1976); Robert Francis Engs, Freedom's First Generation: Black Hampton, Virginia, 1861-1890
(Philadelphia: University o f Pennsylvania Press, 1979); Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished
Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York: Harper and Row, 1988); Susan W. Gillespie, “Church, State, and
School: The Education o f Freedmen in Virginia, 1861-1870” (M.A. thesis, College of William and Mary,
1998).
41 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papas o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
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and, at the same time, why black schooling was not permitted to advance further than it
did.
Northern “benevolent institutions” began to sponsor and send teachers southward
even before the Civil War ended. One military report filed in October 1864 on the ninetynine teachers, serving in thirty-nine schools spread out across seven Union-occupied
counties in Virginia and North Carolina, noted that almost “all these teachers have been
supplied by the various Freedmen’s Associations o f the North, and their salaries paid by
the contribution o f the charitable. The Government contributing largely to those results
by its liberal aid.”42 By 1869, o f the 9,503 teachers working to educate former slaves
across the South, roughly 5,000 were from the North.43
The federal government consolidated its role in educating the freedpeople after
the creation o f the United States Bureau o f Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands,
more widely known as the Freedmen’s Bureau, on March 3, 1865, but continued to
depend on a steady supply o f northern teachers and materiel in order to educate the
freedpeople. Overall support for the schools that Anna Gardner and Philena Carkin would
later oversee in and around Charlottesville, Virginia, came from the New England
Freedmen’s Aid Society.44 Essentially “nonsectarian in character,” the Society counted

42 Freedmen’s Advocate, October 1864. Sponsoring societies sent a teacher south only when donations
ensured the society’s ability to pay for the teacher’s upkeep. Philena Carkin noted that “each Branch
Society raising the sum of 500.00 had a special teacher assigned to it, with whom the secretary o f such
society entered into correspondence upon matters relating to his or her school.” Carkin, “Reminiscences,”
Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library, University o f Virginia,
Charlottesville, Virginia.
43 Swint, The Northern Teacher in the South, 35.
44 New England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, 3 Boxes. Manuscripts, Ms. N-101,
Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts; see also Vance, “Freedmen’s Schools in
Albemarle County,” 430.
It was the teachers’ committee o f the New England Freedmen’s Aid Society, for example, that appears
to have voted “to increase Miss Gardner’s salary to $50 per month” as part o f its business in September
1867. See entry for September 18, 1867 in Records o f the Teacher’s Committee, 1866-1870, Ms N-101,
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among its officers a collection o f fiery abolitionists, supporters o f women’s suffrage, and
reformers committed to temperance.45 Agendas may have differed between, and
sometimes within, aid societies, but the people who came from the North to teach in
freedpeople’s schools shared a common worldview that incorporated both religious and
reformist impulses.
In the case o f Ellen S. Kempton of New Bedford, her support as a teacher came
from the whaling community’s Ladies Freedmen’s Aid Society. Leaving New York on
April 15, 1865 on the steamer Fulton, and arriving at Hilton Head, South Carolina, on
April 18, she ended up being sent to the James Whaley Plantation on Edisto Island. In the
journal o f her experience that she kept, Kempton wrote that “beside our company o f
teachers,” there was a teacher from Lowell, Massachusetts, another from Groton,
Connecticut, and “three from the New York Society” headed to different southern
schools.46 It seems from Kempton’s account that she was given a great deal o f latitude in
deciding where to teach when she arrived in the South:
Asked where we would prefer to teach, I told [an interviewer] I know almost
nothing o f the different fields o f labor. I had looked upon the work as a whole
with no definite plan but to go where it was thought I was most needed, where I
could do the most for the freedman that I had no special desire to labor in
Chs’ton. He told us of Edisto Island, I was entirely ignorant o f the place, he never
had been there but told us what he had learned o f the Island, o f the colored people
who had been sent there. ..of its great need o f schools.47

New England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Box 2, Massachusetts Historical Society,
Boston, Massachusetts.
45 The New England Freedmen’s Aid Society’s vice-president, Jacob Sleeper, was also president of the
Massachusetts Temperance Association. Another o f the society’s officers, E. N. Kirk, was president of the
American Missionary Association. Swint, The Northern Teacher in the South, 15, 30-31.
46 Ellen S. Kempton, April 24,1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 1.
47 Ellen S. Kempton, April 24,1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 7.
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Asked whether she and a companion were sure that they wanted the Edisto Island
assignment, Kempton and her colleague “with one voice, said ‘we will go to Edisto.’” 48
Northern teachers rarely knew what to expect when they headed south. Some
spent their time not in only one location, but in several different parts o f the South. Anna
Gardner served five years alongside other teachers in Charlottesville, Virginia, educating
newly freed African Americans in the shadow o f Thomas Jefferson’s university, but only
after teaching in New Berne, North Carolina, “on the small strip o f sea-coast” held by
Union forces after a major battle there in 1862.49 Where northern teachers were
ultimately assigned had much to do with the sponsoring aid organization that provided
financial support for the teachers and supplies for the students. The Freedmen’s Bureau
allowed these aid societies considerable latitude in allocating staff and materials to
freedpeople’s schools in Virginia.
Every teacher’s individual experience was different, but most were struck by the
devastation caused by the war. Gardner’s colleague in Charlottesville, Philena Carkin,
noted in March 1866, “one year o f peace had not effaced the outward scars or war.
Remnants o f old uniforms, old canteens, and the bleaching bones o f horses were scattered

48 Ellen S. Kempton, April 24,1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 7.
Edisto Island, South Carolina, was at the center o f the highly contentious decision to return lands
seized during the war to former owners, many o f whom had supported the Confederacy, stripping
freedpeople o f land they had occupied and put into cultivation. Although the freedpeople argued in a
petition dated October 28, 1865 that “We wish to have A home if It be but A few acres without some
provision is Made our future is sad to look upon,” the argument fell on deaf ears in Washington, D.C. See
“Petition o f Committee on Behalf o f the Freedmen to Andrew Johnson (1865),” in Foner, ed., Voices o f
Freedom, 297-298.
Like many o f her northern colleagues, Kempton found ha- surroundings, and students, to be very
different from what she had known back at home in New Bedford, Massachusetts. In ore o f her first diary
entries after arriving on Edisto Island, Kempton noted that “The colored people looked much darker to me
than those at home.” See Ellen S. Kempton, April 24,1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New
Bedford Whaling Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 3.
49 Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, viii.
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all about.” A southern woman sitting next to Carkin who observed the same scene gave
voice to the lasting bitterness that survived the war: “the Yankees have made a terrible
piece o f work o f this country.”50 All dealt directly with the consequences o f a land
ravaged by years o f civil war and the ensuing hostility directed toward them as
northerners. At her posting on Edisto Island, Ellen Kempton wrote on July 4, 1865, “All
confusion - nothing whatever to remind us o f today,” asking in some disbelief “Is it
really our great National holiday? Can it be there is a great noise o f drum, & o f cannon,
& o f music at home - All is quiet here.”51 Most local whites had either left the area or
were disinclined to embrace the traditional celebrations o f national independence.52
Kempton offered no mention o f Independence Day festivities held among the black
students she had come to teach.
Anna Gardner hoped that the proximity o f her posting in Charlottesville,
Virginia, to the grave o f Thomas Jefferson “might keep alive altar fires o f Liberty; but no
smouldering ashes reveal the early existence o f any such worship in the birth place o f the
author o f that noblest state paper that was ever penned; the Declaration o f Independence.”
Gardner expected to lodge at the home o f a man “who had been represented as a true
unionist.” but the man’s daughter threatened “she would leave the house should her father

50 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papa's o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
51 Ellen S. Kempton, July 4, 1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 71.
52 Having fallen to Union forces on July 4,1863, Vicksburg, Mississippi was notable for its refusal to
hold public celebrations o f Independence Day for eighty or more years after the Civil War ended.
According to oral history from the community, however, the refiisal to honor the holiday only extended to
the white population. Private celebrations in die black community were a different matter. ‘“We celebrated
the Fourth of July,’ said Yolande Robbins, 73, whose great-grandmother was a slave here... ‘Our
grandparents told us that the real reason we celebrated the Fourth o f July is because Vicksburg fell.’ ‘The
young people,’ she added, ‘I don’t think they know that.’” Quoted in “With Civil War’s Rancor Faded,
Reasons to Celebrate,” New York Times, July 3, 2013.
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take a Yankee woman to board.” 53 With few other options, Gardner took a room at the
Union military headquarters in less than ideal conditions.54
In November 1871, Gardner ran into further trouble on the road to a new
assignment at Elizabeth City, North Carolina. The New England Freedmen’s Aid Society
received a letter that Gardner had finally reached her new posting at Elizabeth City “after
an unpleasant journey.” Fortunately for Gardner, the secretary for the society wrote that
she had traveled part o f the way with “a Northern gentleman who cared for her comfort
on the boat and introduced her to a boarding place where she fared well but finds it too
expensive to continue.”35 Prospects failed to improve though as she searched the town for
a place to stay.
The society’s daily journal entry for November 1,1871, notes Gardner’s
continued difficulties in the town: “Miss Gardner...has been board hunting and thinks it a
discouraging business. Thinks she will have to pay much more than [a recently
reassigned colleague] did.” In a letter sent out the same day as the journal entry,
Gardner’s colleagues in Boston could only respond “that we are sorry to learn o f her
discomforts and discouragements, but that we hope they may soon end, and assuring her

53 Anna Gardner, “Teaching in Virginia, 1865,” in Collection 87 - Gardner Family Papers, Folder 10,
Anna Gardner (1816-1901), Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
54 According to her recollection after returning home to Nantucket in the early 1870s, “I was compelled
to accept an offer o f the hospital surgeon made me at first, o f a room at military headquarters, in a large
dilapidated brick building near the soldier’s barracks, - in one apartment o f which the school was to be
taught. The filthy condition o f the stairs and passage ways leading to this room, had been my chief
objection to occupying it.” Some o f the freedpeople assisted in making the space livable, including black
teachers Isabella Gibbons and Paul Lewis, relying on “an abundant supply o f soap and lime, with some
carpenter’s work” to render the room “tidy and comfortable.” Anna Gardner, “Teaching in Virginia, 1865,”
in Collection 87 - Gardner Family Papers, Folder 10, Anna Gardner (1816-1901), Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
55 Entry for November 1,1871, in Daily Journal, 1871-1874, New England Freedmen’s Aid Society
Records, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.

315

meanwhile o f our hearty confidence and sympathy.”56 Whether traveling in a group or
alone, as was the case with Gardner, teachers were often forced to fend for themselves in
an unpredictable environment.
Gardner’s ordeal highlights one o f the greatest obstacles experienced by a
substantial number o f the ffeedpeople’s school teachers—gender. The problems that
Gardner encountered during her voyage and in her search for lodging probably related to
her status as a single, white, northern woman, traveling alone in the South. As a nativeborn resident of Nantucket, Gardner’s accent would have set her apart even from most
other Massachusetts residents, let alone from southerners. Traveling alone, without a
husband or male companion, also would have been highly unorthodox, one reason she
may have sought the friendship o f the “Northern gentleman.” Moreover, Gardner’s role
as a teacher in the local freedpeople’s schoolhouse would have been widely known in the
local community even before her arrival. Local whites may have been trying to drive her
out o f town by raising the cost o f room and board. From the very beginning,
freedpeople’s teachers, especially single women, encountered a host o f obstacles even
before they set foot in the classroom.
Often, teachers could expect little or no help from local white residents. Carkin
asked for the location o f fellow teacher Anna Gardner when she first stepped off the train
in Charlottesville, Virginia. She later recalled, “I gained nothing by my questions but the
curious and not over friendly regard o f the crowd assembled at the station.” It became
clear to Carkin from “a combination o f cold stares and curt answers o f “No, I don’t know
her,” despite clear recognition o f Gardner’s name, that the local whites gathered at the

56 Entry for November 1,1871, in Daily Journal, 1871-1874, New England Freedmen’s Aid Society
Records, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
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station had realized why Carkin was in Charlottesville, and had decided to give the new
freedpeople’s teacher an inhospitable welcome.57
When welcomed by the freedpeople, the situation was markedly different. Upon
her arrival at the James Whaley Plantation on Edisto Island, Ellen Kempton wrote in her
diary that “an auntie came bringing a chicken under her arm as a present for us.”58
Writing from Charlottesville, Virginia in November 1865, Anna Gardner described much
the same welcome by the local freedpeople:
The colored people have been exceedingly kind and attentive to me; ready to do
any thing for me that is in their power. They were very shy at first, but as soon as
convinced that I was really a friend to them, and had come to help them, they
flocked from every quarter to render assistance in furnishing my room, bringing
chairs, tables, curtain, etc., making their interests one with mine immediately. One
mulatto woman said, “I wanted to come to you at once, but did not dare, we have
been so afraid o f white people.” It is evident they felt their way very cautiously
before giving me their confidence.59
Gardner’s encounter with the freedpeople stood in stark contrast to her inhospitable
welcome by the white populace.
Not all the teachers, however, came from the North. The schools could not have
functioned without the assistance o f African American students and adults from the
community who served as teachers in the schools. In Charlottesville, several freedpeople
contributed to the day-to-day operations o f the school. In a letter to the New England
Freedman’s Aid Society, written late in 1866, Anna Gardner noted that she had “a
pleasant school o f fifty scholars,” and desired to know whether it would be possible “if
the Society will pay a colored woman whom she would like to employ as her assistant.

57 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
58 Ellen S. Kempton, April 27, 1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 18.
59 Anna Gardner, Charlottesville, Virginia, to New England Freedmen’s Aid Society, Boston,
Massachusetts, November 3,1865, in the Freedmen’s Record, Vol. I, No. 12, Boston, December 1865.
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She is an intelligent woman [and] excellent reader. Has always been a slave.”60
Responding a few days later, the society “wrote to Miss Gardner that she might employ
the colored woman, Mrs. Isabella Gibbins, and we would pay her $10 per month, from
the time that she begins to teach.”61
Probably out o f necessity, the teachers in Charlottesville, as elsewhere in the
South, put students to work in the classroom. “Miss Carkin says she has a number (8) o f
her pupils engaged in teaching a part o f the time each day.”62 One o f these students was
the former pupil o f Anna Gardner’s who had taken on an important role as a teacher in
the schoolhouse. Paul Lewis, a former slave, “was slow but deep. He made a good
teacher, adopting Miss Gardner’s methods o f instruction, and drilling his pupils very
thoroughly.” 63 All told, the school admitted “seventy five or eighty scholars,” o f whom
about a dozen initially “could read a little in the school reader next in the series to the
primer. Most o f the others were ignorant o f the alphabet.” Within a short time, Gardner
was able to form, and personally teach, a normal class within the school to train teachers.
With Carkin taking the next highest division, and “the two lowest [being] taught by
Isabella Gibbons and Paul Lewis,” the school consisted o f four grades.64 Despite its early

60 December 6,1866, “Letter from Anna Gardner, Charlottesville, Nov. 27,” in Daily Journal 18651866, Ms. N-101, New England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Box 1, Massachusetts
Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
61 December 8,1866, in Daily Journal 1865-1866, Ms. N-101, New England Freedmen’s Aid Society
Records, 1862-1876, Box 1, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
According to an account by Anna Gardner, Gibbons was one o f a group o f black students “who were
ready readers,” and had taught reading to African Americans during the Civil War before joining the school
in Charlottesville. Anna Gardner, “Teaching in Virginia, 1865,” in Collection 87 - Gardner Family Papers,
Folder 10, Anna Gardner (1816-1901), Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket,
Massachusetts.
62 See entry for November 1, 1873, in Daily Journal 1873-1874, Ms. N-101, New England Freedmen’s
Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Box 2, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
63 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
64 Anna Gardner, “Teaching in Virginia, 1865,” in Collection 87 - Gardner Family Papers, Folder 10,
Anna Gardner (1816-1901), Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
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success, after Gardner and Carkin returned home to Massachusetts, the school in
Charlottesville, and Paul Lewis, fell on hard times. Once the local school board gained
control of black education in 1874, Lewis was able to hold on to his position as a teacher
only until 1876, when the board determined that his services were no longer needed,
“owing to some trouble he had with a white resident.”65
For New Bedford’s and Nantucket’s teachers, the umbrella o f federal protection
did not last long. In May 1865, Ellen Kempton, and the other teachers at Edisto Island,
were informed “the soldiers are to withdraw from the Island, as they are thought to be
useless here.” Hearing reports o f violence near the mainland, and arrests “for troubling
the colored people,” including one death, left the teachers feeling uneasy. “I know if there
is really any danger to be feared, we immediately thought o f the pistol which we have in
the house,” Kempton wrote— but then she added, “& wish we had learned to fire it. Here
we are 6 or 7 miles from any white person!” Even without Federal military protection,
Kempton nevertheless felt safe enough from potential attacks by local whites. She stated
the freedpeople were “true friends,” and expressed certainty that “they will in any
emergency do all they can for our protection.”66

65 Philena Carkin, Charlottesville, to Ednah D. Cheney, Boston, 1 April 1874, Box 3 - Letters, New
England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston,
Massachusetts; and Paul Lewis, Charlottesville, to Ednah D. Cheney, Boston, 8 July 1876, Box 3 —Letters,
New England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston,
Massachusetts.
Information in Carkin’s journal suggests that she remained in contact with the young man, adding to
one o f the later entries that “he [Lewis] continued in the work for a year or two after I left, and then owing
to some trouble he had with a white resident, he lost his position as teacher, and resumed his old track of
shoe making.” Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special
Collections Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
66 Ellen S. Kempton, May 2, 1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 25-26.
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Far from the isolation o f South Carolina’s Sea Islands, teaching in a Virginia
college town brought with it a very different set o f problems. Gardner informed the New
England Freedmen’s Aid Society in June 1866, “the troops are to be withdrawn.”67 Home
to the University o f Virginia, Charlottesville had its share o f student-related trouble. With
the loss o f military protection, the teachers feared a backlash. “We heard o f many threats
to break up our school after the soldiers left,” Carkin wrote in 1910, as she compiled a
record of her time spent teaching in Virginia. “I find in my diary o f that date this
significant item ‘they threaten to bum us out.’” Fortunately for Carkin, Gardner, and the
other teachers in the area at the time, the decision to go “on with our work as if we had no
thought o f trouble” did in fact prove “the wisest course, for the trouble did not come.”68
A likely explanation for the uneasy acceptance o f the freedpeople’s schools in
Charlottesville, and elsewhere, especially after the withdrawal o f Union troops from
Virginia, involves living arrangements. Gardner, Carkin, and Paul Lewis’s family
eventually ended up living at their school.69 Isolated from the local white community,
these northern teachers, and black allies, thereby removed themselves from most contact
with white southerners, allowing local citizens the opportunity to ignore their activities. It
seems that an uneasy truce was struck between the teachers and the greater community o f

67 “From Anna Gardner,” June 8,1866, entry in Daily Journal 1865-1866, Ms. N-101, New England
Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Box 1, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston,
Massachusetts.
68 Philena Carkin, “Reminiscences o f my Life and Work among the Freedmen of Charlottesville,
Virginia, from March 1st 1866 to July 1st 1875,” Vol. 1, 1910. Accession 11123-a. Albert and Shirley
Small Special Collections Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
69 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
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Charlottesville. Not everyone would honor this unspoken agreement, but teachers were
still mostly allowed to pursue their work in peace.70
Anna Gardner viewed the situation with less optimism than some o f her
colleagues. She believed that many years would pass before northerners and southerners
treated one another on an equal basis:
With respect to the treatment o f teachers by ex-slaveholders, there is observable
only this degree o f improvement. They are no longer openly taunted and
habitually persecuted—but simply “let alone.” Another decade will pass before
the arrogant Southerner will discern the fact that Yankees (a name
contemptuously given to all Northerners) may have social “rights which they are
bound to respect.”71
Northern teachers like Gardner won little more from local whites than widespread
indifference toward their efforts.
Demand for education ran high in black communities following the Civil War,
exceeding the expectations o f many northerners and the ability o f most schoolhouses to
deal with the initial flood o f scholars. But Anna Gardner had earlier experience teaching
African American students that had made her aware o f blacks’ desire for education. She
had seen black Nantucket residents take advantage o f the opportunities offered at the
island’s “African School,” and fight for equal rights to education in the Nantucket High
School during the 1840s. Now she witnessed a similar situation in the South:
Is it at all astonishing that when the doors o f the school-room were at length
opened to these repressed, down-trodden victims, that they rushed in like water
into an opened lock? - that when the key o f knowledge was placed in their hands

70 Teachers recalled that residents o f Charlottesville eventually “became accustomed to our work there
so we were never seriously disturbed,” although Philena Carkin was quick to add, “I do not mean by this
that we were wholly ignored, for they often paid us the compliment o f threats, or broke our windows or
showed us some other delicate attention o f a similar nature.” Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena
Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville,
Virginia.
71 Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, 27.
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they studied books with such avidity? “Forbidden fruit” is the most desirable.
“Prohibition sharpens appetite.”72
Gardner recognized that the zeal o f the black students for learning had to be
supplemented by an additional critical ingredient, arguing that “the enthusiasm o f their
teachers was an important factor o f such successful results.”73 As years came and went,
and attendance rose and fell according to the seasons in the South’s rural farming
districts, northern schoolteachers encountered a host o f challenges that put their
enthusiasm to the test and helped determine the legacy o f the freedpeople’s schools.
Sketches drawn by Alfred Rodolph Waud for Harper’s Weekly tell a similar story
across the South—a high degree o f participation in schooling among newly freed blacks,
and limited resources that freedpeople’s aid societies could marshal to meet the
demand.74 Monthly school reports to the Freedmen’s Bureau Superintendent o f Education
for Virginia emphasize the conditions that were typical o f freedpeople’s schools— a high
number of scholars in cramped quarters.75 In 1864, there were on average 152 students
per school in seven Union-occupied counties in Virginia and North Carolina, with
approximately sixty students per teacher, a tremendous burden on an overextended
workforce.76
As northern teachers found upon their arrival in the South, finding space for the
freedpeople in viable schoolhouses proved challenging. While sponsoring aid

72 Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, 26.
73 Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, 26.
74 Harper’s Weekly, June 23, 1866, December 15, 1866. For the seven counties in Union-controlled
Virginia and North Carolina in 1864, there were thirty-nine schools and ninety-nine teachers for 5,930
students. Freedmen’s Advocate, October 1864.
75 Superintendent o f Education, Virginia, Roll 15, United States Bureau o f Refugees, Freedmen, and
Abandoned Lands, Records o f the Superintendent o f Education for the State o f Virginia, 1865-1870,
Accession 32073, Federal Government Records Collection, The Library o f Virginia, Richmond, Virginia.
76 Freedmen's Advocate, October 1864.
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organizations saw to many o f the basic needs o f the teachers, the War Department was
expected to provide the actual building that would serve as the schoolhouse. Until better
structures could be built, this meant the teachers worked, and often lived, in “any suitable
building that had been used for Confederate hospitals or other Confederate purposes.”
Eventually, after securing enough donations, and often including financial support from
the freedpeople, “fairly comfortable and convenient buildings” began to appear.77 Writing
about her experiences in Charlottesville, Anna Gardner recalled that “the schools, though
generally fully attended, were seldom composed o f the best materials.” 78
Shortly after Philena Carkin met Anna Gardner for the first time in 1866, Carkin
visited the schoolhouse, describing it as “a large wooden building erected by the
Confederates for a hospital. It was 140 feet long by some 70 feet in width, and two stories
high. This served us as our school building for three or four years.” The building had to
serve a variety o f functions during that time. About midway through 1867, the teachers
began to use the second story for living quarters. On the lower level, a visitor would find
four classrooms, some storage space, and between the two schoolrooms on the right side
of the building a space “used for a time by the colored people for a Baptist church.”79
That sort of arrangement was typical o f postwar schools for freedpeople, many o f which
served a variety o f functions.
The Charlottesville school’s former life as a military hospital came back to haunt
some o f the current residents, its floorboards serving as a troubling reminder o f battles

77 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
78 Anna Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, 46-47.
79 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.

323

fought not long before to provide the scholars in the classrooms with their freedom.
Carkin recalled the effect the bloodstained floors o f the former hospital had on her
students:
We were too much interested in our work and too busy to let our imagination
dwell upon the dark stains here and there upon the floor...but the superstitions of
some of our colored friends peopled the building with phantom soldiers who
flitted restlessly about the place at night.80
It was not until the spring o f 1868 that the society and local freedpeople accumulated
enough funds to plan the purchase o f a parcel o f land for a new schoolhouse.81
Making use o f improvised space was but one o f the many obstacles that teachers
had to overcome in order to conduct their work. It was widely acknowledged that
voluminous letter writing was an expectation of the job. Teachers had to be in nearly
constant contact with sponsoring aid societies and the Freedmen’s Bureau to report the
progress o f their schools and make their concerns known.82 Circumstances on the ground,
including the condition o f the schoolhouse, sometimes required immediate attention,
which was difficult to achieve given the distances over which communication normally
took place between teachers and aid society officials in northern cities.
Securing supplies was another constant concern o f the teachers. In opening her
school at Edisto Island, Ellen Kempton recited the Lord’s Prayer, and sang various

80 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
81 Daily Journal 1868-1869, April 29,1868 and May 4, 1868, New England Freedmen’s Aid Society
Records, 1862-1876, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
82 According to one account, the teachers sponsored by the New England Freedmen’s Aid Society in
Boston were expected to write a letter and a monthly report detailing the school’s progress “to the parent
society.” Added to a repot sent monthly to the Freedmen’s Bureau, Carkin remarked that “no Freedmen’s
teacher ever had to seek far for an occasion to write a letter to somebody or for somebody.” Carkin,
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religious songs, but “not one book did I have, no slate, nothing, but I was determined to
commence school.”83 A week later she noted that “all seem eager to learn,” but she again
expressed frustration over the lack o f basic teaching tools. “If we only had books and
school conveniences we would without doubt make wonderful progress,” Kempton wrote
in her diary, “tis a pleasure to teach when one has so attentive pupils.” 84 Finally, by midMay, Kempton received books to use in her school. “I have some books, they are some
Mr. B. purchased.. .Primers & First Readers.” Although not the exact books that she
wanted, “any are better than none,” and she reported that “the children are delighted.”85
With the high numbers o f students attempting to gain access to the freedpeople’s
schools, teachers had no choice but to pack as many students as they could into buildings
like the ones at Charlottesville. Well over two hundred students attended the classes
overseen by Anna Gardner, Philena Carkin, and Paul Lewis. According to Carkin, “old as
well as young flocked to us hungering and thirsting for the knowledge which had been
denied to them heretofore. Poor souls!” Such was the need for education and teachers that
those students in the evening school, primarily a group o f older adults, were then asked
by Carkin, Gardner, and other teachers “to impart what they learned in school to their less
favored friends,” both to alleviate the stress on the teachers and on classroom space, and

83 Ellen S. Kempton, May 1, 1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 22.
84 Ellen S. Kempton, May 8, 1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 32.
85 Ellen S. Kempton, May 16, 1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
Museum Research Library, New Bedford, Massachusetts, p. 40.
“Mr. B” likely refers to James P. Blake o f New Haven, Connecticut, the superintendent o f schools for
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to educate the children who either would not or could not attend the school in
Charlottesville,86
Irregular attendance was a common complaint among the freedpeople’s teachers.
Seasonal change wreaked havoc on the curriculum o f the freedpeople’s schools. Teachers
realized that the first priority for the freedpeople was survival. Their reliance on
agriculture meant that during the spring, teachers could expect to lose a significant
portion o f their students to the fields, “owing to pressing spring work.”87 Starting her
school in May, Kempton observed that “Those who work in the field are often obliged to
come late,” though she was careful to add that “they do the best they can and as nearly as
I can tell do not loiter on the way.”88 At another freedpeople’s school sponsored by the
New Bedford Freedmen’s Aid Society, the teachers reported back in June 1866, that “the
number o f scholars last month has diminished. Parents have hired their children out when
opportunity offered.”89 During the winter, teachers offered food, clothing, and medicine
for the sick. As soon as the weather turned warm in April, however, they began to
distribute seeds, in addition to more clothing.90 Forced to follow the natural rhythms o f
the rural countryside, teachers seized upon the spring months as a time to offer assistance
for the coming growing season, and more evening classes to cater to those who could not
attend classes during the day.

86 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
87 Margaret Newbold Thorpe and Martha A. Haines, Fort Magruder, to [?], April 28,1866, in the
Freedman’s Friend, July 1866.
88 Ellen S. Kempton, May 25, 1865, in Diary, 1865, Mss 64, Ser. K, S-S 8, New Bedford Whaling
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The quality o f the students who did fill the classrooms was a constant worry for
teachers. Only the best students continued in the curriculum for any length o f time. O f
those who expressed their reasons for attending school, Gardner noted that for many “the
greatest incentive to scholarship was that by learning to read, write, and calculate, they
would be able, at some future day, to make a ‘heap o f money.”’91
In order to work around the demands o f the growing season on their students’
labor, teachers modified educational plans to give the freedpeople the most useful
material in the shortest period of time. Carkin wrote that their approach consisted o f
simplifying the curriculum. “It was necessary that the languages, higher mathematics, etc
should wait until the pupils thoroughly understood those branches which would be o f
most importance in their every day lives,” she wrote.92 Preparing the freedpeople for their
lives outside o f slavery arguably became the primary objective o f the aid societies. “The
object o f the Educational Commission,” according to the constitution o f the New England
Freedmen’s Aid Society, “shall be the industrial, social, intellectual, moral, and religious
improvement of persons released from slavery in the course o f the War for the Union.”93
Teachers also expected that their students would take on an important role in the
process. Gardner’s black protege, Paul Lewis, assumed the position o f assistant and
teacher after a short period o f time. On February 26, 1868, the New England Freedmen’s
Aid Society received a letter from Philena Carkin, articulating her belief “that through her
pupils, Miss Gardner’s [and] Ms. Gibbins’s[,] no less than 100 people are receiving
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instruction outside o f the schools.”94 Due to the “crowded state” o f some o f the schools
around Charlottesville, some students were receiving their lessons from “a girl only
thirteen years o f age, but a remarkably apt pupil and one o f the best o f girls. She takes the
whole charge of their studies.” Similarly, classes in geography, spelling, reading, writing,
grammar, and arithmetic were all being taught by former students.95
Class often began with a variety o f songs— hymns, temperance songs, and songs
“born o f the events o f the Civil War.”96 When teachers could do so, they included
reading, writing, arithmetic, grammar with composition, and geography, with a little
natural philosophy, history, and geology added to the mix in their curriculum for the day
schools. In letters home and in personal records, teachers remarked on the often rapid
progress o f their students, and on their willingness to learn:
The children progress, especially those who are learning the alphabet. Those who
can read a little try hard to impress, their spelling is much better than their
reading. They love to count & add small numbers & sometimes get quite excited
in trying to see who will give the correct answer first.97
In the evening, the average age o f students rose dramatically.98 The stories that the
teachers had pupils read, especially those in the evening classes, emphasized the
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underlying self-help ideology that many teachers hoped would ensure lasting prosperity
for the freedpeople. Literacy was a key avenue through which former slaves could attain
a measure o f self-sufficiency. The priorities for the teachers in this situation were clear—
teaching students reading and the basic skills needed to survive.
The Freedmen’s Spelling Book and Second and Third Reader, all widely used in
the freedpeople’s schools, focused on giving the teachers a basic framework to use in the
schoolroom, and the basic lessons necessary for the freedpeople to learn to read and
write. Lesson 259 in the Freedmen's Spelling Book in fact provided a description o f the
ideal schoolhouse: “a pleasant school is like a family, where the teacher, or preceptor,
takes the place o f a parent, giving instruction or exercising discipline, while the pupils,
anxious to remove their ignorance and obtain an education, obey cheerfully and study
patiently.”99 The lessons taught students new vocabulary and reading comprehension
through recitation, as well as information on subjects as diverse as trade and government,
domestic and wild animals, birds, insects, and the meaning o f the Civil War. On the last
subject, the book remarked that “it was sad to see men die in battle, but it was to make us
free. We will not forget all that God did for us.” 100
Beyond the ideological lessons and hands-on training that students received in
practical applications like sewing, as students worked through the readers, they read
about farming, carpentry, masonry, painting, cabinet-making, carriage-making,
blacksmithing, harness-making, as well as the trades of hatter, tailor, shoemaker,
shipbuilder, fisherman, and gunsmith— in short, virtually all trades that members o f the
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black community could freely and successfully pursue.101 All three o f the books were
also infused with a religious sensibility that, by and large, was in keeping with white
southern moral principles, and may thus have won the teachers a measure o f goodwill.
As was seen in the course of recruiting northern teachers, religion played a central role in
the mindset o f the people educating Virginia’s former slaves. Teaching the freedpeople to
read was inextricably linked to religious education. Not only are many o f the lessons
littered with Biblical references and citations from Scripture, the stories themselves were
often religious in nature. God played a direct role in one lesson that featured an illiterate
black girl named Tidy who tried to learn how to read: “she was enabled, by Him who
watches over the lowly, to understand what she read.” Eventually the act o f reading itself
could become “the means o f leading her [Tidy] to Jesus Christ,” both through the Bible
and religious hymns.102
Commitment to religious instruction did not, however, extend to full toleration of
the particular brand o f Christianity practiced by African Americans in the South. Anna
Gardner considered it the “almost universal opinion o f those who are and have been
teachers from the North,” o f any religious background, “that the most formidable obstacle
to the elevation o f these people, and that which most adversely affects the work of
education among them, is their spurious religion.” Back home in Nantucket, the African
Meeting House played host to both the “African School,” in which Gardner had taught,
and the black community’s Baptist church. With her connections in the black community,
and with her work taking place in the same building as one o f “New Guinea’s” two black
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102 Morris, ed., Freedmen's Schools and Textbooks, Vol. 2, 212.

330

churches, it can reasonably be assumed that Gardner would have been keenly aware of
northern black religious practices, and she may well have been a guest at services.
But familiarity had bred a certain amount o f contempt. After having observed
black southern religious ceremonies, Gardner had few complimentary words to share
about her experience:
I have myself been present at these gatherings, and witnessed fearful contortions
o f features and limbs, and insane ravings accompanying them, which surged
higher and higher, until they reached a climax o f noise and confusion which
baffles description. One after the other they gather and crowd around the altar,
forming a solid mass, then separate, and joining hands, form a ring, or perform a
kind o f march, one behind another, accompanying their steps now and then with a
spasmodic jump, flinging up their arms, shouting, laughing, exhorting
indiscriminately, rending their garments, shaking their hands, beckoning to each
other with frantic gestures, all the time ejaculating vehemently, ‘Bress de Lord!
I’se got ‘ligion! See, massa Jesus! He come! Glory! Amen!’ etc., all shouting
together at the top o f their lungs, until, completely exhausted, many fall prostrate
upon the floor.103
Judging from Gardner’s narrative, she may have been present at a “ring shout,” a form o f
ritual trance dancing that often included hand clapping, foot stamping, and leaping.104
Outward displays o f religion o f this type conflicted with the dual goals o f “learning and
right living” as defined by most freedpeople’s teachers.105 Charismatic elements o f black
Christianity ran counter to what northern teachers considered appropriate for both
religious expression and public behavior, and they were viewed as irrational.
Gardner’s sharp criticism o f black religious traditions probably reflects her
frustration over the continuation o f these practices in spite o f her teachings in the
classroom. Many teachers echoed Gardner’s distaste for the freedpeople’s particular
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religious practices. As active participants in the educational process, black students
shaped their own experience, taking what they needed from the classroom, and holding
on to what they wanted from their cultural heritage, much to the dismay o f teachers like
Anna Gardner.
Religious instruction, coupled with education in the use o f practical skills,
prepared the students in the teachers’ minds for freedom in a world dominated by former
masters. Not everyone, particularly among the freedpeople, agreed that theirs was the
correct direction to take in black education. White teachers from northern states had
already shown a strong inclination toward cultural elitism, a problem that would only
intensify over time. Freedpeople’s education had come a long way between the early
1860s, and the late 1870s. Black southerners had gained unprecedented access to
education. The schools had been established long enough to win over a majority o f white
southerners, if not their support then at least their acceptance. The initial experiment in
southern black equality, however, could not last. Changes that would influence the
direction o f black education well into the twentieth century began to erode support for the
schools among northern aid societies early in the 1870s.
Black education in the South had made tremendous progress during
Reconstruction, even as elements o f the social climate that had prevailed before the Civil
War persisted. That no overwhelming wave o f violence confronted the freedpeople’s
schools suggests that the majority o f local whites did not see those schools as a threat.
Historian Reginald Hildebrand has suggested that northern teachers avoided conflict by
steering clear of “educational plans that had the potential to educate blacks out o f their
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traditional subordinate position in the social and economic hierarchy of the South.” 106
Some evidence indicates that southern whites tolerated the freedpeople’s schoolhouses
and northern teachers out o f apathy, or a sense that the experiment would fail. It seems
from available evidence, however, that the curriculum used by freedpeople’s
schoolteachers was well within the bounds o f what most white southerners considered
acceptable, and that whites consequently allowed the freedpeople’s schools to continue
their work with few major disruptions.
Perhaps it is most important to note that the freedpeople had to rely on a tenuous
support system o f teachers and aid societies. As long as the money and teachers
remained, the experiment could continue. Roughly at the end o f every spring, teachers
according to the records often left the South for the summer months. Mosquitoes, fleas,
and incessant heat were just some o f the factors that played a role in decisions to quit the
South temporarily.107 Black assistants and teachers most likely remained in their
communities while the schools were in recess— very little information survives about
their experiences— but such departures by northern teachers who had the luxury o f
returning home clearly left their mark on the students.
For some o f the freedpeople, tragic circumstances dictated how long they would
have continuity in their educational staff, or northern assistance at all, in their
communities. New Bedford residents learned in early January 1866 that Ellen Kempton
had drowned in an Edisto Island creek on Christmas Day, along with Elmira Stanton o f
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Lowell, Massachusetts, and James P. Blake, “who has been superintendent o f schools on
that island.” 108 Kempton’s sponsors, reformers in New Bedford, considered her death a
great loss, on par with the New Bedford residents lost in service to the Union between
1861 and 1865:
Miss Kempton has been laboring during the past year among the freedmen as a
teacher, under the patronage o f the Ladies’ Freedmen’s Aid Society o f this city.
She was much esteemed among us as a young lady o f consistent Christian
character and earnest purpose. In her chosen work she has encountered many
privations, but has endured them cheerfully, and labored successfully. The
memory o f such should be cherished and honored no less than that o f our patriots
who have fallen in the field.109
Most of the people living on Edisto Island attended Kempton’s funeral service, including
“a large concourse o f truly sympathizing and bereaved colored people o f all ages, for
whose sake she had left her home, and the sweet enjoyments o f the family circle.” As she
was buried in the local church yard according to her wishes, “even the children
manifested their affection for their beloved teacher, in following her remains to the grave,
singing appropriate hymns as they marched, and strewing the grave with flowers.” 110 The
sudden loss of two teachers and an administrator left both the freedpeople o f Edisto
Island and New Bedford’s reformers in a difficult position. Mourning the loss o f a friend
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and fellow reformer, supporters o f the freedpeople in New Bedford quickly turned their
attention to filling the void left by Kempton’s death in South Carolina.
The New Bedford’s Ladies’ Freedmen’s Aid Society took out an advertisement in
mid-January stating they were “desirous o f filling the place recently occupied by Miss
Ellen S. Kempton, deceased, as a teacher o f freedmen, who it will be remembered, was
supported by this Society,” adding that “Any one willing to devote herself to this work, in
which so many are now nobly and successfully laboring, may apply to Mrs. A. D. Hatch
or Mrs. Dr. Tobey.” 111 By the end o f the month, the New Bedford’s Ladies Freedmen’s
Aid Society reported being “pleased to notice the increasing interest which appears to be
manifested among our citizens, in this society,” perhaps driven in part by the attention to
Kempton’s untimely passing.1,2
The New Bedford Freedmen’s Aid Society spent the early part o f February
“packing and sending away...articles o f clothing” for the benefit o f the freedpeople. The
society had received “a number o f valuable donations o f clothing” from members o f the
surrounding community, in addition to “clothing and books from a few o f the pupils o f
‘The Aimwell School,’ and a valuable collection from the scholars o f the Pacific Church
Sunday-school, which were to have been sent to Miss Kempton.” Both the Aimwell
School and Pacific Church Sunday School were New Bedford institutions intent on

111 “A Teacher for the Freedmen,” New Bedford Daily Mercury, January 18,1866. Surviving records
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contributing aid to the freedpeople. The society was also successful in finding another
teacher, although she would not be sent back to Edisto Island:
The Society has engaged Miss Abbie H. Nye, o f Fairhaven, as a teacher, and
purpose sending her to Columbus, Ga., a location very destitute and needy. Miss
Nye leaves for Columbus this week and takes seven boxes o f clothing, valued at
$473, so that she will be in readiness immediately to commence her labors on
arrival.113
“Advices from the Boston society were received,” presumably from the New England
Freedmen’s Aid Society, that suggested Columbus, Georgia, was particularly in need o f
teachers for the freedpeople.114 In the early months o f 1866, reformers in New Bedford
remained committed to aiding the freedpeople, at least for the time being.115
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Thinking back to the first day the freedpeople’s school opened in Charlottesville,
Anna Gardner recalled, “when the appointed day for school to open arrived, applicants
poured in pell mell from miles distant as well as from the vicinity. They came in
scores.” 116 There was no shortage o f demand for aid or education among the freedpeople,
as teachers like Gardner experienced firsthand. “Let a Freedman’s school be opened in
any part o f the South,” Gardner observed, and “scholars will pour in like water into a
spring.” 117 Meeting such high demand for schools over the long haul required resources.
How long the commitment o f Nantucket, New Bedford, and o f the North more generally,
to assisting the freedpeople would last, and what challenges would have to be met in
order to sustain that assistance, remained to be seen.
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CONCLUSION
“WHAT ENERGIES REMAIN”

As Reconstruction stretched into the 1870s, much o f the efficacy o f reform rested
on the willingness o f local aid societies like those in the whaling communities o f New
Bedford and Nantucket to support the freedpeople over the long term, both financially
and ideologically. With the Civil War at an end, New Bedford returned to the business o f
whaling without the threat of Confederate raiders looming over the horizon. Confederate
commerce raiders like the CSS Alabama and CSS Shenandoah had especially prized
whaleships as a way to damage the northern economy during the war. Where New
Bedford’s whaling fleet continued to sail throughout the Civil War, a total o f only eight
Nantucket whaleships left port between 1861 and 1865, with several being sold off.1 One
Nantucket family tried to get word to a brother already at sea, warning him in 1862 to be
on “look out for the rebel steamer Alabama she has burnt 5 whale ships and 6 Merchant
ships.”2
New Bedford residents accordingly saw a link between the whaleships bonded,
burned, or sunk by Confederate warships, and the loss o f income to support reform.3
Since tonnage dues to support seamen’s reform were based on shipping, this dealt a

1 See Alexander Starbuck, History o f the American Whale Fishery (Waltham, Mass.: by the author,
1878. Reprint, Secaucus, N.J: Castle Books, 1989), 580-609.
2 ALS (handwritten and signed letter) from “Eliza” and “William” to their brother, Nantucket,
November 3, 1862, Collection 94 - Civil War Collection, 1862-1914, Folder 4, Nantucket Historical
Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
3 The captain of the CSS Shenandoah forced American captains to sign a bond on several occasions,
ransoming their ships for between $30,000 and $40,000 owed to the Confederate government in the event
o f the South’s victory. These vessels were also spared being burned or sunk as a way to relieve the
Confederate raider o f its prisoners. The CSS Shenandoah destroyed 32 whaleships or merchant vessels
during its October 1864 - November 1865 cruise, capturing $1.4 million worth o f shipping. Tom Chaffin,
Sea o f Gray: The Around-the-World Odyssey o f the Confederate Raider Shenandoah (New York: Hill and
Wang, 2006), 11, 102,131, 268-280,285.
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serious blow to reform activities in New Bedford. The New Bedford Port Society for the
Moral Improvement o f Seamen was one group that felt a direct impact on their
fundraising efforts as a result o f Confederate attacks on the whaling fleet:
It is a lamentable fact that New Bedford received her heaviest blow after the
glorious consummation o f the national struggle through the ravages o f the pirate
Shenandoah. The diminution o f the tonnage dues from this cause, has deprived us
o f a considerable amount o f our anticipated receipts.”4
Revenue to assist the freedpeople gradually became available in New Bedford as whaling
operations returned to pre-war levels - much less so in Nantucket where whaling was
soon to end. Consequently, the first home that Frederick Douglass made in the North
after his escape from slavery years before emerged in southeastern Massachusetts as a
key point o f departure for supplies headed to the freedpeople during Reconstruction.
The aid that did come from Nantucket was not sent directly from the island, but
was instead shipped south alongside larger consignments o f material aid from New
Bedford.5 Tellingly, Hingham, Massachusetts, not her hometown o f Nantucket, supported
Anna Gardner as a freedpeople’s teacher in the South. Despite the commitment o f many
Nantucket residents to antislavery principles during the sectional crisis, adopting a
freedpeople’s teacher during Reconstruction appears to have been out of reach.6 New
Bedford simply had more residents and social institutions to support such efforts.7

4 See Thirty-sixth Annual Report o f the Board o f Managers o f the New Bedford Port Society, fo r the
Moral Improvement o f Seamen (New Bedford: Fessenden & Baker, Printers, 1866), 5-6. Between
December 4,1864, and June 28,1865, the CSS Shenandoah alone burned or bonded twenty-one New
Bedford whaleships, a devastating blow to the whaling fleet. See Chaffin, Sea o f Gray, 373-376.
5 Since an earlier report in March 1865, New Bedford’s Freedmen and White Refugee’s Aid Society
had donated 6 boxes and 1 barrel o f clothes to the Nantucket Freedmen’s Aid Society’s 1 barrel. See
“Acknowledgments” in the Freedmen's Record, Vol. I, No. 6, Boston, June 1865.
An article published in the New Bedford press around the same time mentioned that the society
“received yesterday a barrel o f clothing and $3 from Nantucket.” See “The Freedmen and White Refuges’
Aid Society,” New Bedford Republican Standard, May 25, 1865.
6 See “List o f Teachers Now in Service,” in the Freedmen’s Record, Vol. L No. 4, Boston, April 1865.
7 New Bedford’s fundraising effort in 1866 to support freedpeople’s teachers sheds some light on the
issue: “An effort was made some time in the summer to collect money sufficient to support one or more
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Much o f the material donated and collected at the local level made its way to
teachers adopted by local aid societies. In the case o f New Bedford, the destination for
these materials in 1865 was Ellen Kempton’s school at Edisto Island.8 Kempton’s work
in South Carolina reveals the degree to which societies like the New Bedford Freedmen’s
Aid Society were intimately involved in attempts to educate and assist the freedpeople.
At the annual meeting o f the society in March 1865, the board outlined what had been
accomplished in the year since its founding. Thousands o f articles o f clothing and basic
supplies were shipped southward. New Bedford received “generous contributions from
the neighboring towns o f Nantucket, Mattapoisett, Fairhaven, and Westport,” with
“friends o f the cause” living in Fairhaven going so far as to “propose to unite with this
society, and through us make their donations, and labor with us for the furtherance o f the
cause.” Merchants in the whaling port “made generous reductions from their prices” in
selling to the society. New Bedford’s “colored citizens have through us contributed 10
barrels o f clothing, valued at $1000”; the group added that “with their approval these
donations have gone as from our society.”9

teachers. We were effectually aided in this by several churches o f this city, by public collections and
private subscriptions taken among their members. The Unitarian Church and Society have raised $801.50
towards this object; North Congregational $104; North Christian $62.50; Trinitarian $62; County Street
Methodist $50.37; Friends’ $34.40; Middle Street Baptist $20; Fourth Street Methodist $16; William Street
Baptist $15; Grace Church $14.” See “Freedmen’s and White Refugees’ Aid Society,” New Bedford
Republican Standard, March 8,1866.
8 One shipment sent in May 1865 offers an example, “A box o f clothing and other articles valued at
$102.69 are sent to Miss Kempton, at Edisto Island, S.C.” See “The Freedmen and White Refuges’ Aid
Society,” New Bedford Republican Standard, May 25, 1865.
In 1868, the New Bedford Freedmen’s and White Refugees’ Aid Society sent donations to two
separate locations in Virginia. The society forwarded a bag o f clothing “for the freedmen to Catlett’s
Station, about two weeks since, through this Society, for one o f our citizens,” see “The Freedmen’s and
White Refugees’ Aid Society,” New Bedford Republican Standard, January 9, 1868. The organization also
“packed and forwarded a box o f clothing valued at $60.72 for Miss Howard in Richmond.” See “The ladies
o f the Freedmen’s and White Refugees’ Aid Society,” New Bedford Republican Standard, February 6,
1868.
9 “Freedmen’s Aid Society,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 9, 1865. A month earlier in
February Freedmen’s Aid Society received several donations, including “from the ladies of Fairhaven three
barrels o f clothing, valued at $375” - “Sent to Miss Murray, o f Port, for General Sherman’s freedmen,
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At a meeting “o f the colored citizens” held at the Second Baptist Church the
month before, it was noted that “a great deal o f interest was manifested by all present.”
Just as many white abolitionists had shifted their focus from antislavery efforts to
freedpeople’s relief, so too did New Bedford’s black residents turn their attention to the
condition o f the former slaves. “A committee o f 24 was chosen to solicit both money and
clothing,” one newspaper reported, “to be sent forthwith to Hilton Head for the suffering
freedmen.”10 Taken together, reformers in the whaling port were playing a creditable part
in assisting former slaves, through both material aid and education.
Even as ffeedpeople’s assistance was consolidated in New Bedford, and people of
color continued to support aid to freedpeople, as early as 1865-1866 reformers were
struggling to define how far, and to whom, their efforts would extend. Concerned
residents worked to redirect some o f New Bedford’s aid to white southerners who had
been driven from their homes by the war.11 Clearly wishing to cultivate potential donors,
the board o f New Bedford’s Freedmen’s Aid Society took care in the March 1865 annual
report to note that the society’s benevolences had “been turned in large measure to the

three barrels and a bag o f clothing, valued at $410; a box o f clothing to Mr. Yeatman, o f St. Louis, for
refugees, valued at $110.50; a box to the Friends’ depot, Washington, valued at $56.” See New Bedford
Republican Standard, February 9, 1865.
An article published the next year noted “Some o f the ladies in Fairhaven have united with us, and
forward all their supplies through this society,” offering additional evidence that much o f the freedpeople’s
aid from the region was passing through New Bedford on its way south. See “Freedmen’s and White
Refugees’ Aid Society,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 8, 1866.
10 “Aid for the Freedmen,” New Bedford Republican Standard, February 9, 1865.
11 An estimated 200,000 white southerners became refugees during the Civil War - a group that
included both white Unionists and Confederate sympathizers. Historian Charles Royster describes white
southern refugees in one part o f the Confederacy as “northem-bom people, unionists, citizens who had
helped Federal prisoners or fraternized with the army, poor people fearing starvation, men escaping the
Confederacy’s widening conscription, women with no homes or livelihoods, others who feared disorder: a
mixed crowd gathered with wagons, buggies, horses, and mules.” See Charles Royster, The Destructive
War: William Tecumseh Sherman, Stonewall Jackson, and the Americans (New York: Vintage Books,
1993), 31-32. For more on white refugees, see Margaret E. Wagner, Gary W. Gallagher, and Paul
Finkelman, eds., The Library o f Congress Civil War Desk Reference (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2002),
721-725.
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white refugees, and that they have sent to them during the year nearly as much as to the
freedmen.”12
In fact two years after its founding in 1864, the Freedmen’s Aid Society was now
publicly known as the Freedmen’s and White Refugees’ Aid Society. The society
acknowledged that “white refugees have received some share o f our attention,” though
adding that “their wants...have not been quite as pressing as those o f the freedmen,
therefore our supplies have been more largely directed to the latter.” 13 In the same article the society wrote “to those who prefer to make the former [white refugees] the object o f
their charity that they can rely upon their funds being donated strictly in accordance with
their wishes.” 14 The attention o f the society was still focused primarily on the needs of
the freedpeople, so much so that it was deemed necessary to reassure the public that
donations not intended for former slaves were in fact being sent to the intended
recipients. Little more than a year after passage o f the Thirteenth Amendment in
Congress, some in New Bedford sought to direct their philanthropy to white people, not
blacks.
New Bedford was very successful raising funds, collecting supplies to meet the
material needs o f the freedpeople, and supporting teachers. Yet there appears to have
been a community-wide struggle to define the mission of the New Bedford Freedmen’s
Aid Society—a struggle that echoed the general challenges reformers confronted as they
worked to assist the freedpeople after the Civil War. When financial and ideological
support for freedpeople’s schools waned in the North during the 1870s, some o f the

12 “Freedmen’s Aid Society,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 9, 1865.
13 “Freedmen’s and White Refugees’ Aid Society,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 8,1866.
14 “Freedmen’s and White Refugees’ Aid Society,” New Bedford Republican Standard, March 8,1866.
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freedpeople’s fears came to fruition. Northern teachers ultimately returned home, leaving
behind a growing network o f public schools to assume the burden of education in the
American South. The future o f Reconstruction-era reforms, and the welfare o f the
freedpeople who benefited from those measures, seemed in doubt.
The loosely bound organizations that provided material support specifically for
the freedpeople’s schools began to pull out of the South in the middle to late 1870s, at
roughly the same time that federally supported Reconstruction initiatives began to
unravel. Most o f the teachers who had come south to educate former slaves returned
home. The conditions on the national level that led to this dramatic change for the
freedpeople are well documented. Changes at the regional level among the aid societies
that had supported the schools, and at the local level in the community and the
schoolhouse, bear further examination here.
As the New Bedford Freedmen’s and White Refugees’ Aid Society ended its
work in 1868, the organization looked back on four years o f work, having sponsored
eight teachers over that time in South Carolina, Georgia, and Virginia.15 One o f those
teachers, Ellen Kempton, never returned home. The society recalled that her body now
lay buried “among the pupils who loved her so well and for whom she had sacrificed her
earthly all.” 16 Taking stock o f what had been accomplished, and o f Kempton’s sacrifice,
the society proclaimed:

15 The final meeting o f the New Bedford Freedmen’s and White Refugees’ Aid Society took place on
May 20,1868. Since its founding on February 18,1864, the society had “received and expended”
$9,074.85 and shipped thousands o f yards “o f dress goods made into garments” totaling 7,232 yards in
support o f its efforts in the South.
The final report o f the society noted that o f the eight teachers, the society sponsored one teacher the
first year, “the second two, the third three and the past two. These have been stationed at Edisto Island,
S.C., Columbus and Americus, Ga., Richmond, Warrenton and Culpepper Court House, Va.” See
“Freedmen’s Aid,” New Bedford Republican Standard, May 28,1868.
16 “Freedmen’s Aid,” New Bedford Republican Standard, May 28, 1868.
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we have confidence in believing that the lessons taught by our Northern men and
women, who have spent months and years in endeavoring to bring into light and
liberty those o f God’s people so long suffering beneath the burthen o f darkness,
oppression and bondage, will never be forgotten, and that the principles o f truth,
righteousness and loyalty taught by them, will be the foundation o f all their
actions.17
New Bedford had accomplished much in easing the transition o f the freedpeople from
slavery to freedom. The money donated and garments made and shipped southward from
the whaling port and surrounding region can be counted. Measuring the impact o f the
freedpeople’s schools is much harder to do.
Standing at a crossroads, New Bedford reformers understood that the work of
Reconstruction was not complete. The freedpeople had “gained the first principles o f an
education” in schools adopted by New Bedford.18 But many teachers shared the feeling
that more needed to be done. In the spring o f 1874, Anna Gardner’s friend and colleague
in Charlottesville, Virginia, Philena Carkin, wrote a letter to the secretary o f the New
England Freedmen’s Aid Society expressing her disbelief that the work o f northern
teachers with the freedpeople was coming to an end. “I can scarcely realize that the N.E.
Society has really disbanded,” Carkin wrote; “it has been so long in operation.” 19
Nearly a year later, all the New England Freedmen’s Aid Society could do for
Carkin was to instruct her “to dispose o f everything belonging to the Society to the best
advantage and to give something to each o f the teachers.”20 What was left for
Charlottesville’s black teachers after the sale o f school supplies, books, and other items

17 “Freedmen’s Aid,” New Bedford Republican Standard, May 28, 1868.
18 “Freedmen’s Aid,” New Bedford Republican Standard, May 28, 1868.
19 Philena Carkin, Charlottesville, Virginia, to Ednah D. Cheney, Boston, Massachusetts, April 1,
1874, Box 3 - Letters, New England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Massachusetts
Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
20 See entry for March 1875, in Records o f the Teacher’s Committee, 1870-1876, Ms. N-101, New
England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Box 2, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston,
Massachusetts.
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belonging to the society could not have added up to much. The New England Freedmen’s
Aid Society appears to have operated into 1876 on a limited basis, reporting at that point
that “no means have been taken for sending any teachers South this year.” The final
meeting o f the society “adjourned - sine die” - that is, with no meeting date set for the
future.21
For a number o f teachers, the task o f opening and operating schools in the South
had begun well before the end o f the Civil War. Now teachers turned to the work of
making sense o f what had been accomplished in the wake o f abolishing slavery. In
general, freedpeople’s school teachers in Virginia looked back upon their experiences
with fondness and pride. As was the case with northern teachers’ attitudes toward AfroChristianity, however, some of the earliest observations o f the teachers, along with their
reflections as they prepared to leave the freedpeople behind, betray a self-congratulatory,
sometimes condescending attitude toward the people they had endeavored to help.
More often than not, teachers believed that they had made a difference in the lives
o f their students. As Carkin considered her work among the freedpeople, she wondered
“what would have been the condition o f the colored people o f the South but for the good
work it [the New England Freedmen’s Aid Society] has carried on.”22 After Anna
Gardner returned home to Nantucket, in a speech given before a women’s club founded
on the island in 1872, she expressed her feelings on a wide range o f subjects having to do
with her time spent in Charlottesville. Not wishing to spend time describing all the

21 See last entry for 1876, in Records of the Teacher’s Committee, 1870-1876, Ms. N-101, New
England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Box 2, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston,
Massachusetts.
22 Philena Carkin, Charlottesville, to Ednah D. Cheney, Boston, April 1, 1874, Box 3 - Letters, New
England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston,
Massachusetts.
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pitfalls and “obstacles encountered” as a result o f “my work among an alien people, in
the camp o f the enemy,” Gardner turned her attention primarily to the students she and
her colleagues had taught:
I do them simple justice when I say that they have learned more and acquired
knowledge with less labor on any part, than any class which I ever taught at the
North in an equal portion o f time. With regard to the aptitude of the colored race
to receive instruction it is the universal testimony o f statistics and teachers of
every department that they are not inferior to the Anglo Saxon race, whose firm
foot has been planted upon them, crushing out their manhood for nearly three
centuries.23
Gardner made a point in her writings to advocate the equality o f African Americans and
the effectiveness o f education.24 Ednah Dow Cheney, who had overseen the work o f
Gardner’s school from Boston, called the teachers “true martyrs to the cause, for they did
faithful and exhausting service with slight rewards, except in the consciousness o f the
good they accomplished.”25 Drawing on old letters and diary entries to write their
memoirs, several years after their time spent in the South, teachers undoubtedly
embellished the impact o f their work among the freedpeople. Clearly, however, despite
the mixed motives, misunderstandings, and cultural elitism displayed by white teachers,

23 Anna Gardner, “Teaching in Virginia, 1865,” in Collection 87 - Gardner Family Papers, Folder 10,
Anna Gardner (1816-1901), Nantucket Historical Association Research Library, Nantucket, Massachusetts.
For information about the formation of women’s clubs in the late-nineteenth century, and reference to
the founding o f Nantucket Sorosis in 1872, see Helen M. Winslow, “The Story o f the Woman’s Club
Movement,” in New England Magazine: An Illustrated Monthly, March, 1908-August, 1908, Vol. 38
(Boston: New England Magazine Company, Publishers, 1908), 543-557; note on “Nantucket Sorosis,
1872,” p. 556. For Anna Gardner’s comments on Nantucket Sorosis and the Woman’s Club movement in a
poem dated July 1873, see Anna Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, in Prose and Verse (New York: Fowler &
Wells, Publishers, 1881), 165-166.
24 Gardner expanded on her comments about the impact o f slavery, and educational achievements of
the freedpeople in her later writings; see Gardner, Harvest Gleanings, 23-26.
25 Cheney added that “after ten or twelve years o f service the teachers returned to the N ath to find
their places filled by others and new methods and requirements demanded for which they were
unprepared.” Ednah Dow Littlehale Cheney, Reminiscences o f Ednah Dow Cheney (Born Littlehale)
(Boston: Lee & Shepard, Publishers, 1902), 98.

346

the freedpeople’s schools helped set the course for southern blacks for the remainder of
the nineteenth century, and well into the twentieth.
Once the officers o f the New England Freedmen’s Aid Society voted on March
20, 1874, to officially withdraw their financial support for the schools under their
direction, Philena Carkin made the decision to return home to Massachusetts, ending the
work that Anna Gardner had started at the freedpeople’s school in Charlottesville,
Virginia.26 The transition from freedpeople’s schools to public education happened
quickly. Teachers withdrew from the field almost as soon as southern states were
admitted back into the Union, with local school boards taking over the business o f
educating the freedpeople.27
William Lloyd Garrison had himself been aware o f the many challenges the
freedpeople were facing in 1865 with the end o f slavery - and at the same time o f the
criticisms leveled against him personally for ending publication o f the Liberator not long
after ratification o f the Thirteenth Amendment on December 6, 1865.28 Nathaniel Barney,
a veteran o f Nantucket’s antislavery movement, appears to have recognized and respected
Garrison’s desire to turn most o f the work o f Reconstruction over to others in hopes that
the next generation o f reformers take the next steps toward full equality. Toward the end
o f 1867, Barney wrote to Garrison, asking for a note o f support to assist in raising funds

26 Philena Carkin, Charlottesville, to Ednah D. Cheney, Boston, February 28,1874, Box 3-Letters,
New England Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston,
Massachusetts.
See also, the Constitution o f the Educational Commission, February 7, 1862, New England
Freedmen’s Aid Society Records, 1862-1876, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Massachusetts.
27 Carkin, “Reminiscences,” Papers o f Philena Carkin, Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections
Library, University o f Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia.
28 “Valedictory, “The Last Number of the Liberator,” The Liberator, December 29, 1865.
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for freedpeople’s relief. Barney was careful, however, not to press the point, suggesting,
“If thou art already overtaxed, let the subject pass.”29
Barney probably understood that the appetite for reform in Nantucket and New
Bedford was in decline. This trend reflected a widespread tendency, as efforts to sustain
the freedpeople’s schools during Reconstruction met with growing apathy across the
North. The nation had survived four long years of civil war and more than a decade o f
continued sacrifice to rebuild the defeated South. Teachers from northern communities
like Nantucket and New Bedford had journeyed southward to lend their skills, working
side by side with the freedpeople, and with some white southerners, to ensure that the
freedom and equality for which so many had died during the war would be achieved.
With Reconstruction drawing to a close, the reformers who remained now began to
redirect their attentions.
Many white reformers had moved on to temperance and women’s suffrage - twin
battles that would continue well into the twentieth century - all the while looking back to
the collective effort to end slavery as having once been a central component in
understanding all the other important social questions o f their era. As Charlotte Austin
Joy looked back sentimentally on her own work as an abolitionist, she described how
Nantucket’s reform movement had changed:
We have a little Society here that has met every Sunday evg for nearly forty years
and we still continue to assemble although there are only four o f the original
29 Nathaniel Barney, Billerica, Massachusetts, to William Lloyd Garrison, December 27, 1867, Ms.
A. 1.2 V. 35, p. 162A, William Lloyd Garrison Collection, 1805-1879, Rare Books and Manuscripts
Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
The personal acquaintance between Barney and Garrison dated back at least to the antislavery
conventions that had taken place in Nantucket in the early 1840s. The intimacy and diplomacy o f Barney’s
correspondence with Garrison in 1867 reflected that longstanding relationship. Notwithstanding Garrison’s
semi-retirement, and even reluctance to become further involved in Barney’s efforts in raising funds for the
freedpeople’s schools, Barney believed even a small gesture could still have a powerful impact in
promoting the cause of the freedpeople.
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members - In order that we may be a little less lonely we invite a few old
acquaintances to come in - but these can never seem to us as do the old A. S.
[antislavery] band - We “fight our battles over again” - read and talk o f yourself
and all the old guard who still make themselves heard o f by us - and spend what
energies remain to us in Temp[erance]. work, and for Wom[en’s]. Suffrage.
Harriet Pierce, Eliza Barney, Anna Gardner, and Charlotte Austin Joy represented what
was left o f the “old Anti-Slavery band,” and Nantucket’s community o f white
reformers.30
While the whaling industry had continued in New Bedford, its slow decline and
eventual collapse in the late 1860s on the island o f Nantucket had led to a comparable
loss o f population. The black islanders who had been a key both to the whaling industry
and to abolitionism and reform had largely moved on in hopes of finding work on the
mainland. With the loss of the industry that had supported a diverse local society, driven
the growth o f the New Guinea community, and promoted participation in antislavery
activism, the potential for agitation on behalf o f reforms like temperance and expanding
suffrage to women was diminished even more markedly on Nantucket than in New
Bedford.
A few reformers remained in Nantucket, but their voices increasingly reflected the
silence o f the once vibrant waterfront. “How fast the ranks grow thin!,” Wendell Phillips
wrote in a letter to Charlotte Austin Joy about the deaths o f fellow reformers, “How often
one after another passed on to the other side! I have come to see that the larger portion o f
those who gathered at Garrison’s call to help the slave [are] on the other side, and begin

30 Charlotte Austin Joy, Nantucket, Massachusetts, to William Lloyd Garrison, October 7, 1877, Ms.
A .I.2 Vol. 39, p. 146, William Lloyd Garrison Collection, 1805-1879, Rare Books and Manuscripts
Department, Boston Public Library, Boston, Massachusetts.
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to feel that my world is there.”31 In New Bedford, Rev. William J. Potter o f the Unitarian
Church, remembering the life o f Samuel Rodman Jr. after his death in 1876, observed
how “one after another these veterans o f righteousness are passing away from us. May
their survivors, among the middle-aged and among the young, press forward with
generous rivalry to fill the vacant places.”32 A generation o f reformers had supported the
effort to change American society through the abolitionist struggle, the Civil War, and
Reconstruction. Now the question became who, if anyone, would emerge to fill the void
left with their passing.
The emerging public memory o f the fight for freedom and equality generally
emphasized the contributions o f white abolitionists over the agency o f black Americans.
Having witnessed the activism of black residents in the whaling communities of
Nantucket and New Bedford, white reformers had firsthand knowledge o f what people o f
color had contributed to the antislavery cause. First in Nantucket, and eventually in New
Bedford, whaling had initially helped to foster among African Americans a universal
notion o f freedom and equal rights that conjoined the situation o f free blacks in the North
with the plight o f slaves in the American South. As the role o f African Americans and
other people o f color in whaling grew in the early 1800s, the industry came to offer the
economic foundation for widespread social activism in Nantucket and New Bedford.
Paradoxically, this link between the economics o f whaling and the financial backing for
abolitionism and social reform also helps account for the decline in support for reform

31 Wendell Phillips, (n.p.), to Charlotte Austin Joy, (n.p.), July 10,1875, in Collection 7 - Joy Family
Papers, 1806-1880, Folder 12, David Joy Scrap Book, Nantucket Historical Association Research Library,
Nantucket, Massachusetts.
32 Samuel Rodman, Jr., The Diary o f Samuel Rodman: A New Bedford Chronicle o f Thirty-Seven
Years, 1821-1859, Edited by Zephaniah W. Pease (New Bedford, Mass.: Reynolds Printing Co., 1927), 9.
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efforts at the local level during the 1870s, several years before federal support for
Reconstruction ended.
On the one hand, whaling had long facilitated racial diversity and vigorous reform
activity in Nantucket and New Bedford. Free blacks and fugitive slaves sought the jobs
generated by an industry that, while not immune to issues o f race, tolerated people o f
color as an integral part of the local economy.
Over time, however, this same industry came to undercut the moral response of
the community. The reversal o f fortune in whaling that took place later in the nineteenth
century coincided with the Civil War and with the attempt to rebuild the nation in the
aftermath o f the conflict. This trend is easily observed in the diminishing role in reform
that Nantucket came to play in the years leading up to the Civil War, and in the more
gradual decline o f New Bedford, with the eventual end of the American whaling industry
in the early 1920s. The generation o f reformers, black and white, who had fought to
abolish slavery, and had laid the groundwork for sweeping changes in American society,
would not live to see all o f their goals achieved. Even so, the whaling industry had
managed, for a time, to bring together a group o f reformers who, across racial lines,
sought to achieve the full meaning o f American freedom.
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